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ABSTRACT

Women of color, especially Black women, are underrepresented in the extant literature
and research of adult development and mind, body, spirit leadership. This in-depth
qualitative portraiture study explored the lives of three Black women who have been
leading their communities as adult educators of mind, body, spirit practices. This
examination seeks to extend the research on Black female adult development and
learning to include those who are guiding their respective communities through Yoruba,
Yoga, and Christian-based holistic practices by addressing these questions: How have
their spiritual/religious practices changed from childhood? What was their preparation
for their current teaching practice like? What did it teach them about the ways in which
they learn? What connection, if any, does their body have to their spiritual practices?
What type of familial and community support do they receive for their current holistic
lifestyle and teaching practices? This study is informed by a transformative, Africana
Womanist epistemology.
The major themes that emerged are: the spiritual quest as a natural process of adult
development; political/cultural consciousness and uplifting others; motherhood as power;
learning through empathic relationships with men; and the body as a vehicle for the spirit
and the practice.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

The literature on Black women holistic teachers and leaders is thin at best. Black
women scholars, like Dillard (2006) and hooks (1994), have however stressed the
connection and importance between spirituality, learning, and leading, and yet their
critique lacks substantial information on the role of their bodies in their self authoring and
holistic approaches to their personal lives and teaching. Likewise, there has been
significant research on contemporary White women who are mind, body, spirit leaders,
and some research on the effects of holistic practices such as yoga on Black women’s
health, but there is significantly less material about our current Black women wellness
leaders. Many of these women have transformed their lives and the teachings of their
youth to adopt new ways of living and teaching. The purpose of this in-depth qualitative
portraiture study is to explore the experiences and ways of knowing of three Black
women mind, body, spirit teachers who have been leading their communities for more
than ten years. In order to establish a context for this study it is important to explore the
background for it.
Background of the Study
Development of Black Women: Mind, Body, Spirit. African American women
have the highest national statistics when it comes to disease, high blood pressure,
hysterectomies, overweight, and obesity (Thomas et al., 2009; Mitchem, 2008; Mbiti,
1970; Afua, 2000). Many African history and culture critics and scholars believe that this
is due in part because we as a people, through slavery, have become disconnected from
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our ancient ways of being—physically, emotionally, and spiritually. In an effort to
combat these ills, these same scholars claim we have adapted to consumerist Western
ways of thinking by attempting to purchase health as an accessory through fad diets,
shakes, cosmetic surgery, and chain fitness clubs (Afua, 2000; Mitchem, 2008; West,
2008) Ancient Egyptian or Kemetic roots teach us, however, that striving for physical
balance is integral to achieving enlightenment (Afua, 2000; Mitchem, 2008). This
ancient way of thinking is the central guiding principle of an African worldview of
holism: realizing the integration of physical, emotional, and social to create healthy life
conditions (Afua, 2000; Aseka, 2005; Mitchem, 2008) These values maximized personal
and community life through the principles of Maat, who as a goddess, identifies truth,
justice, beauty, and balance (Afua, 2000; Mitchem, 2008).
In African religious ontology, therefore, the body is seen as a vehicle for spiritual
consciousness, manifestation, and actualization of good in the community. This
worldview, which maintained interdependence on mind, body, and spirit, was furthered
in the New World by spiritual healing ministries often led by women who served
communities of slaves by pairing Christian theology and African healing rituals (Chireau,
2008). While there is substantial research on the history of these wellness ministries of
the past, there is very little current research on contemporary Black women who are
holistic wellness leaders, incorporating body work, physical exercise and diet, into their
spiritual teaching practices.
Black women healers then and now have acted courageously and boldly as self
directed learners and leaders in the community. Therefore, it is important to recognize
the remarkable role that Black women who are holistic leaders play in their communities

10

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

as adult educators. Furthermore, it is equally imperative to understand their own holistic
journeys—spiritually, physically, and mentally—as adult learners. Knowles’ (1980)
theory of Andragogy (pedagogy for adult learning) teaches us that adult learners are selfdirected problem solvers who learn best when education activities are problem centered,
task oriented, and relevant to their work or personal life. It is in this context that we
explore the lives of three participants, Yeyefini, Cathee, and Gaia, through their quest to
become mind, body, spirit leaders on their own terms.
Research shows us that while Black women in the United States are suffering at
staggering rates from illness and lack of exercise and nutritional diets, (1) they want to
focus on their health through the direction of their spiritual leaders, (2) their self image is
influenced by their communities and not by the dominant society, (3) their psychological
development and worldviews are inspired by African ways of knowing, and (4) they
come from a long tradition of African liberation theologians who have honored the
mind/body presence in African consciousness (Tisdell, 2003; Coker, 2003; HudsonWeems, 2004; Dillard, 2006; Collins, 1998; Mitchem, 2008). With the goal of adding to
this literature, this qualitative portraiture study, explores the lives and learning journeys
of three Black women who have been leading their communities in holistic practice. It
investigates the connection between adult education and spirituality, spirituality and the
body, spiritual development and leadership, and spirituality as cultural identity for these
three participants. Finally, the study examines the feelings of the participants to uplift
those in their communities through wellness training, instructing those around them to
balance their lives physically, spiritually, and emotionally.
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Research Problem
Teaching and learning mind, body, spirit practices for Black women offer an
opportunity for social change through community teaching and resistance against
dominant ideas of body image, spirituality, and education. Although there is research on
the connection between Blacks and spirituality in learning and on the effects of mind,
body, spirit holistic practices on Black Americans, there are gaps in the adult
development literature concerning Black women who lead their communities in mind,
body, spirit practices. It is in this framework that I explore the adult learning and
development of three Black women leaders of mind, body, spirit practices who have
discovered a life of wellness and who are inspiring others to do the same at a time when
over half of Black women in the United States are struggling with overweight and obesity
(Thomas et al., 2009; Mitchem, 2008). It is important to contextualize the leadership and
development of these women within the holistic framework that they teach which include
physical, psychological, and spiritual elements.
Purpose of the Study
This study explores the lives and experiences of three Black women holistic
leaders and teachers by addressing the overarching research question: What are the adult
development journeys of Black female mind, body, spirit community leaders who teach
Yoruba, Yoga, and Christian-based practices? Other more specific questions include: (a)
how have their spiritual/religious practices evolved from childhood if at all? (b) what
was their initiation/education training for their current teaching practice like and what did
it teach them about the ways in which they learn? (c) what connection do they see
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between their bodies and their spiritual practices? and (d) what type of familial and
community support do they receive regarding their current holistic lifestyle and teaching
practices?
Social Significance
The research question responds to an increasing emergence of Black women
taking the lead to educate their communities about the benefits of holistic, mind, body,
spirit health practices. It also contextualizes the experiences of these leaders in order to
understand them and their work, and to essentially investigate their motivations for
leading the public in their way of life. By providing a platform for three Black women to
voice their own stories, this study allows them to focus on their strengths as Black
women and to voice themselves into relevancy. It also contributes to scholarly discourse
on women, health and resistance to dominant culture.
Methods
Portraiture methodology was used for this qualitative study; it is, an approach
developed by Lawrence-Lightfoot (1997). Portraitist researchers attempt to create a
relationship with participants in order to explicitly represent the life experiences and
voices of their participants. In fact, a key component of effective portraiture is the
relationship between researcher and participant that evolves through the shared dialogue
during the course of the study. Additionally, portraiture methodology includes the
knowledge and experience of the researcher. Combined, these components are woven
together to create a rich tapestry of narrative detail.

13

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

To achieve accurate and detailed accounts of the participants, in-depth openended interviews were conducted, along with extensive observation. Study participants
were three Black women holistic teachers who have been leading their communities for
more than 10 years. Each participant also represented a different approach to mind,
body, spirit practices—Yoruba, Yoga, and Christian. The portraiture methodology will
be discussed more thoroughly in Chapter 3.
Limitations
Focusing on three participants in this study limits the number of life experiences
and therefore, the collected perspectives examined. To some this might be perceived as a
weakness in the research. However, a study of this size allows the researcher to delve
deeply into the lives of the participants and affords the researcher a level of intimacy
necessary to obtain fundamental data and to compose a written tapestry of their ways of
knowing. Furthermore, the portraiture methodology values intimacy as an essential
element to its research approach. It is also consistent with feminist and critical race
theories, which critique the traditional research approaches for their false objectivity
(Collins, 2000; hooks, 1989). Studying the lives of three participants is within standard
procedure for dissertations that utilize the portraiture method and has allowed the
researcher to build and co-create quality relationships and results with my participants
(Gonzales, 2007; Pierre, 2010).
Another perceived limitation might be my background as a Black woman,
teacher, and holistic practitioner because of the potential for researcher bias. However,
portraiture highlights the very visible nature of the portraitist (the researcher) and expects
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her to define the focus of her study, navigate relationships with her participants, observe
and interpret the text, trace themes, and create a narrative (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis,
1997). In addition, within portraiture, the voice of the portraitist assists the audience in
contextualizing her place in the study, as “an insider” acting as a bridge between
audience and participants (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997).
Definition of Terms
Africana/Black woman – a woman of African descent. In this study, these terms
are used interchangeably to embrace all Black women who may also have cultural ties to
countries in the Caribbean or elsewhere in the African Diaspora.
Africana Womanism – a term developed by Hudson-Weems (2004) that expresses
an ideology for women of African descent. It is a paradigm that seeks to address Black
life and the needs of the entire community. It is separate from feminism in that it rejects
traditional beliefs of individualism of womanhood, and it is different from Afrocentricity
as it seeks to support Black men with an emphasis on inclusivity of Black women, Black
family and community.
Black – All descendents of Sub-Saharan Africa and the African Diaspora.
Holistic practitioner – someone who leads their community in a way that
emphasizes the importance of holism or “the whole” person body, mind, and spirit.
Body, mind, and spirit cannot be separated and must therefore be treated accordingly.
Sassin’ – In this study, sassin’ or sassing is used to describe the way in which a
woman “talks back” verbally and otherwise with boldness and spirit. It is also a term to
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describe the language of a womanish girl as it is used in Black vernacular. A womanish
girl is one who “wants to be grown” or wants to know more than the authority figure(s) in
her life want her to know (Walker, 1983, intro).
Sadhana – Spiritual journey or path.
Spirituality – an inner path that leads one to discover the essence of his/her being.
Christian -based practice – holistic practices which hold foundations in Christian
theology.
Yoga – Hindu discipline that trains the state of consciousness through a method of
holism that includes diet, meditation, physical activity, and service.
Yogini – a female master teacher of yoga.
Yoruba – the religious, cultural, and healing practices of the Yoruba peoples of
West Africa.
Summary
In this chapter, I introduced my research by identifying the research problem. I
also provided background information on the development of Black women by lensing
this development through the discourse about three different ways in which women learn:
what they learn about their bodies, their cognition, and their spirituality. I then presented
the overarching research questions that guided the study. Next, I explained the rationale
behind this study and its social significance. Finally, I discussed the limitations of this
study and key definitions and descriptors that are used throughout this dissertation study.
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In chapter 2, I review the literature via foundational texts on the psychological
development and worldview of Black women, transformative adult learning theory, and
sources that provide insight into the portraiture methodology used for this study. Chapter
3 outlines the methodology that was used for the study. In chapter 4, I present the
portraits: the lives and voices of the three participants. Finally, in chapter 5, I discuss the
findings of my research by analyzing the themes that were consistent in each portrait, as
well as implications for further research and discussion in the field of adult learning and
development.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction
This study explores the adult learning and development of three Black women
leaders of mind, body, spirit practices who are instructing others to live in wellness.
Teaching and learning mind, body, spirit practices for Black women, then, underscores an
opportunity for social change and resistance against dominant ideas of body image,
spirituality, and education. Ultimately, the holistic approach of these three educators to
their life and teaching stresses a drive for spiritual, physical, and emotional wellbeing for
themselves and their communities. Several areas of literature research and theory inform
this topic. These include: (1) an overview of Transformative Learning Theory and
perspectives on the psychological and spiritual development of black women; (2) an
examination of leadership models that help to explain how Black women serve as leaders
in the community; (3) a historical overview of Black women in spiritual leadership; and
(4) an examination of studies and issues related to Black women and their bodies.
Together, these discourses help to understand the adult development of Black women
holistic practitioners by investigating (1) how and what they learn about their educations,
their bodies, and their spiritual development; and (2) how they learn to lead.
Changing our Minds and Changing our Lives: Transformational Learning
Learning and development never ends and is intrinsically connected to the context
through which we live our lives and make our meaning (Jarvis, 2007). Transformative
Learning Theory teaches us that deep critical self- reflection, which transcends content
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knowledge achievement, or mindless acceptance of what we are taught, enables adult
learners to make meaning of their lives and effect change (Mezirow, 2000). Mezirow’s
(2000) Theory of Transformative Learning began with the idea of “consciousness
raising,” as scores of women returned to school in the late 1970s. Transformative
learning, then, began as a model that describes the adult learning process for adult
educators through the experiences of women and in the spirit of social justice (Mezirow,
2009, p. 21). In the process of adult learning, Mezirow (2000) expressed that learners
reflect on their assumptions, find information on new or old ways of knowing, and make
decisions or take action. Cranton (1994) explained that transformative learning occurs
when we revise old habits or paradigms through critical self-reflection, and we take on
new ways of viewing the world (p. 4). Additionally, Mezirow (2000) pointed out that
“knowing how we know” involves an awakening of sorts to the “habits of the mind” and
background of our beliefs, which can be difficult to evaluate because they are taught to us
as “truth” (p.7). These truths become habits of the mind, which shape our identity and
anchor our sense of self and our values. They also create stability and a sense of
community (Mezirow, 2000, p. 18). Therefore, in order for adults to acquire new
knowledge, there is an “investment of the self” and that venture into new understanding
and awareness can alter the learners’ sense of self, or self-worth, and possibly, their
identity (Tennant & Pogson, 1995, p.24).
This meaning making is also situated in our cultural, ethnic, gendered, and social
class frameworks (Johnson-Bailey, 2006; Freire, 1970). Literature surrounding the adult
development of Black women, especially that of transformative learning, is essential for
framing this study because of the transformative nature of how the participants learn and
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then attempt to lead. Juanita Johnson-Bailey (2006) highlighted that transformative
learning and teaching has been a practice of Africana educators for quite some time, but
without the formal training or knowledge of transformative learning or emancipatory
learning theory, as outlined by Jack Mezirow (2000) and Paulo Freire (1970). Rather,
she contended that Transformative Learning Theory is practiced from the “soul” of Black
women. This stems from their own educational experiences and efforts to incorporate the
inclusiveness they often did not experience as Africana students in White dominated
learning environments (Johnson-Bailey, 2006). Furthermore, Johnson-Bailey (2006)
asserted that her transformational learning experiences are connected to her roots in the
Black community, and the legacy of transformational learning in that same community,
dating back to the Harlem Renaissance and slave narratives. Likewise, Collins (1998)
maintained that “for Black women new knowledge claims are rarely worked out in
isolation from other individuals and are usually developed through dialogues with other
members of a community” (p. 212). Their critiques highlight not only the gap in the
theory, but also the research limitations in the literature concerning Black women and
adult learning and education.
It is worth investigating, then, the ways in which Black women may develop a
sense of identity that is different from how they were raised, and different from the
dominant White culture. What makes a Black woman from Louisiana who was raised in
a Black Baptist church, turn to the Ashrams of India and develop a course on yoga for
other women of African descent? Or, what makes another Black woman decide to
change her diet from soul food to raw food, adopt an African religion and name, and then
teach other black women, who have never been to Africa to do the same? Perhaps
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transformative learning is, therefore, as Rossiter (2007) suggested a process of letting go
of “existing meaning perspectives” in order to embrace a possible self (p. 89). In order to
expand their possibilities, adults must let go of those habits of mind or old frameworks
replacing them with new possibilities that rest in the hopefulness of change in their lives
(hooks, 2003).
Transformation takes place, therefore, and begins with a “disorienting dilemma”,
that might alter our point of view or habit of the mind, as with the women in the 1970s
who went back to school (Mezirow, 2000). The women returned when the cultural
climate began to shift after the women’s movement and civil rights movement, as well as
the myriad of choices and circumstances, like birth control, began to change the
consciousness raising or “conscientization” (Freire, 1970) of women. Like the women in
the 70’s, the three Africana holistic leaders in this study were faced with multiple
disorienting dilemmas and made decisions to release old ways of being in order to
transform.
Perspectives on the Psychological Development of Black Women and Africana
Womanism
Specific perspectives of the psychological development of Black women—how
they see themselves, their communities, and the world around them —is under
researched. However, we can gain insight from the literature of Black scholars as to the
paradigms of black women in order to better understand the chosen path of the three
holistic Africana leaders of this study. One example in particular, Africana Womanism,
has emerged as a lens through which women of African descent in America think about
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the Black experience and their own lives. Indeed, Africana Womanism is the
“epistemology of empowerment” through which this study is lensed and that which is
undoubtedly complimentary to portraiture methodology (Collins, 1998). By seeking to
help those in their community connect with their whole selves—physically, spiritually,
and emotionally— Black holistic practitioners have developed an Africana Womanist,
nurturing pedagogy, which is worth exploring in the extant literature.
Hudson-Weems (2004) coined the term Africana Womanism, a paradigm of
Black life that is both family-centered and race-based, and insists on self-naming, selfdefinition, and self-authorship. In an effort to fill the gap of the underrepresentation of
Black women voicing their outlook and psychological development, she and other
scholars (hooks, 1989; Collins, 2000; Dillard, 2006; Johnson-Bailey, 2006) have called
for more Black women to tell and write their own stories; stories that are reflective of
Black life and ones that are not dominated by White scholars and storytellers. Africana
Womanism, then, enables Black scholars to properly name and lens their work through
the spectacles of their own unique “historical and cultural matrix” (Hudson-Weems,
2004, p. 1).
As an attempt to delineate Black feminism from mainstream feminism, Alice
Walker (1983) defined the term Womanist in her text In Search of Our Mothers’
Gardens. Walker (1983) claimed that the term Womanist evolved from Black vernacular
as in “You’re acting womanish,” an expression a mother would say to a spirited and bold
young girl, meaning you want to know too much, or “you’re trying to be grown” (p. xi).
Inherent in her definition is also a woman of capability and strength (Walker, 1983).
Likewise, hooks (1998) identified Black feminism with “talking back,” which means
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speaking to an authority figure as though one is equal or as in “sass mouth,” “giving
sass” both terms used in Black vernacular (hooks, 1998, p.5). Africana Womanism
separates itself from Black feminism or Womanism (Walker, 1983) in that it does not
carry undertones (inadvertently or otherwise) of gender exclusivity or anti-male
sentiment, reflecting the co-existence of men and women, a necessary component for the
continued existence of the Black family and Black community (Hudson-Weems, 2004).
Nonetheless, although Hudson-Weems clearly differentiated her theory of Africana
Womanism from Black feminism or womanism, none of them developed in isolation or is
mutually exclusive of each other. In fact, Hudson-Weems (2004) has used other ideology
to inform her theory such as Afrocentricity. Indeed, the unified elements of Afrocentrism
and Womanism have shaped Africana Womanism.
Afrocentricity, a term used widely in the 1960s and 70s, is a paradigm that gained
formal philosophical substance in 1980 in the book Afrocentricity: The Theory of Social
Change written by Dr. Molefi Kete Asante. The term expresses a construct for Blacks
who are, or have been disoriented, through the history of colonialism and slavery, from
African culture and ways of knowing. Afrocentricity is therefore centered on African
culture and centralizes Black ideals and values from the standpoint that Black people are
subjects and not objects (Asante, 1980). It also maintains a functional component in that
Afrocentric Black people and communities must not only think differently, but do
differently, in an African way. A mainstream example of this is Kwanzaa, a PanAfricanist celebration, which was created in the mid-sixties during the Black Power
Movement by Dr. Maulana Karenga (1984). Afrocentricity is thus a way of being and
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doing that seeks to unmask the traditional rhetoric of power, authority, and privilege;
thereby giving Blacks a sense of agency.
The combination of Afrocentricity and Womanism is fitting, given that
Afrocentrism is often criticized for its focus on patriarchal themes. Many Black women
scholars believe that Afrocentrists present the Black male perspective, which often
excludes women or claims to speak for them (Cummings, 1995). Africana Womanism,
then, focuses on heritage, legacy, and cultural richness and includes women and children,
or the entire community and even human solidarity (Hudson-Weems, 2004; Cummings,
1995; Gilkes, 1995). Gilkes (1995) also suggested that such womanism entails retelling
our own stories, as Walker (1983) did in books and in film, which is what I and my coparticipants attempt to do in this study.
Telling Our Own Stories: Black Women as Agents of Black Culture and Life
In her text, Talking Back, hooks (1989) emphasized the need for Black scholars to
tell Black stories and allow the folk to present themselves as they are; that even wellmeaning White women who write our stories enforce domination. In fact, Collins (1998)
traced the history of Black women as objects of knowledge within academia, but not as
possessors or agents of knowledge. She maintained that in the spirit of Black feminist
intellectual tradition, we must identify “unrecognized and unheralded” work and search
for expressions of Black female intellectual work and leadership that takes place outside
of traditional institutional locations (Collins, 2000, p.13). Collins (1998) pointed to Zora
Neale Hurston and her ethnographic and scientific treatment of Black women as agents of
Black life and culture. Collins (1998) also highlighted the biography of Sojourner Truth
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as a Black woman who had an “epistemology of empowerment” (p. 235). Consistent
with Hudson-Weems’ (2004) theory of Africana Womanism and nommo (Swahili term
for naming oneself and the power of the spoken word), Truth, did away with her slave
name, Isabella Baumfree and named herself Sojourner Truth. Additionally, Collin’s
regarded Truth’s act of testifying in organized church settings to be epistemological as
well. To testify means that one relays her personal story not only to believers, but also to
non-believers in a way that hopefully hastens them to greater faith (Henderson, 1989, p.
21).
These voices of testimony, Henderson (1989) explained are at once
confrontational and collaborative. This complexity within the Black woman’s voice she
likened to “speaking in tongues” as in the Black Pentecostal Church (Sanctified Church),
as a sign of being chosen or holy (Henderson 1989, p.22). Being able to speak in tongues
means that the speaker not only addresses the public discourse, but speaks a private, more
intimate language as well that can only be understood by the “community and the divine”
(Henderson, 1989, p. 23). Likewise, Goldberger (1996) claimed that Black women are
bicultural because of their ability and need to live, work, and operate within their
communities as well as within the “white world” of America where she recognized they
have been “shut out” of psychological research (p. 339). Hence, Goldberger (1996)
spoke of the silence of people of color in White institutions versus the freedom they
might feel within their own communities where they can address each other candidly and
in their own dialect or language, creating multiple selves. Furthermore, she also
maintained that Black women have a strategy “of endurance and resistance that combines
deference to the ultimate authority – that is God – with a strong sense of an authoritative,
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yet community-oriented self” (Goldberger, 1996, p.351). The three participants in this
study are both provoking in their talk back against “truths” they were taught in their
youth and collaborative in their vocations to compassionately lead their communities
toward spiritual evolution and wellness.
Spiritual Development and Womanist Theology
Many scholars of adult development recognize the significant importance of
spiritual quests in adulthood and view such pursuits as being initiated by individual
motivation (Niño, 2000; Tisdell, 2003; Weibust & Thomas, 1994; Fowler, 1981).
However, just as we observe societal transformation and its impact on individual life
changes, we must also recognize that spiritual evolution in adulthood is greatly
influenced by socio-cultural and gendered contexts. Merriam and Cafferella (1999) have
called for more integrative perspectives that focus on how socio-cultural contexts inform
adult development. This call was broadened by Weibust and Thomas (1994) to include
research on how culture informs religious and spiritual experiences in adulthood. Most
extant literature cited the foundational Fowler (1991) study of spiritual development that
outlines the six stage theory of faith development, from Stage 0 (primal or
undifferentiated), which starts at birth, to Stage 6 (enlightenment), which might occur
sometime after midlife. This study was important in exploring the significance of
religious symbols and images, as well as the deeper questioning that typically takes place
in adulthood, but the study participants were 97% White, Judeo-Christians (Tisdell,
2002). Therefore, we must turn to Womanist Theological perspectives for more insight
into the role of spirituality for Black women as well as Africana spiritual knowledge
construction.
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For many people of African descent, spirituality and its connection to culture and
community progression is a cornerstone of everyday life. Tisdell (2003) argued that
African American liberation theology has been at the core of education and social change
in Black American communities for years. In fact, the social justice work that has been
produced by Black churches can be viewed as closely connected with Lerner’s (2000)
theory of “emancipatory spirituality”, which cultivates a sense of wonder, mindfulness,
and a collective vision for healing transformation for the community and the world
(p.165). Likewise, Coker (2003) has suggested in her article, African American Female
Learners: Motivations, Challenges, and Coping Strategies, that Black women think in
terms of their connections to others, and that those connections are rooted in the African
motto of: ‘I am, because you are and you are because I am’ and that racial identity
imbues Black women learners with “an enhanced meaning for their personal journey” (p.
665). Accordingly, their own personal development is situated in the context of their
community, and the phrase ‘Lifting as we climb’ is often articulated by many Black
women who view themselves as leaders (Coker, 2003, p. 665). In other words, they are
not only responsible for their own achievement, but many feel a responsibility to help
others in their communities succeed as well. This sentiment is often expressed in the
Black vernacular term “upliftment”. Similarly, the women in this study expressed a
strong desire to teach transformation with love and care that is informed by their
emancipatory spirituality.
Likewise, social and political consciousness is rooted in the Black American
spiritual psyche, as most notably, Southern Black churches have provided education and
religious sanctuary while simultaneously generating political movements (Savage, 2008).
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At the forefront of leadership in these churches were women who affected change such as
Mary McLeod Bethune (founder of Bethune-Cookman College and creator of the
National Council of Negro Women), Nannie Helen Burroughs, and Fannie Lou Hamer (a
religious orator and activist who organized the Mississippi Freedom Summer for the
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee). Burroughs believed that churches could
be run like schools and could serve the community in a greater capacity. She also
believed that if “the Bible teachers would teach God’s word and the doctors teach health
and heal the people [that] the masses would be lifted up and their investment in churches
would pay in this world and the world to come” (Savage, 2008, p. 95). Burroughs gained
national recognition when she gave a speech at the National Baptist Convention in 1900
titled “How the Sisters are Hindered from Helping.” From there, she founded the
National Training School for Women and Girls, an institution to train women for
effective lay religious work (now a private elementary school). These women would
transform churches into “community centers, social welfare agencies and a means of
racial uplift” (Savage, 2008, p. 166). They upheld a self-actualizing, Womanist practice
of theology and liberation, which laid the foundation for current spiritual Womanist
leaders in the three participants of this study. Though they are not all Christian, they,
nonetheless, guide their followers with the same sentiment and fervor.
In fact, the discourse on Womanist theological perspectives has come to embrace
dialogues emerging from interfaith communities, as well as African and Afro-Caribbean
religions and influences (Floyd-Thomas, 2006; Sheppard, 2011). These inclusions are
important as they speak to the depth of Black women’s cultural, epistemological and
theological perspectives and implicate a complex understanding of the development of

28

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

Black women—an understanding that deconstructs the often monolithic underpinnings of
scholarly studies. These examples also underscore the non-elitist structure of womanism,
as it hopes to uncover the real-lived, day-to-day experiences of Black women and
acknowledge those who are agents of change and leaders in their communities.
“Holy Boldness”: Learning Through Empathic Relationships with Men
The heritage of Black women as spiritual leaders has come at a price, as many
women have had to struggle within their male dominated religious institutions as well as
in their families and communities in order to (1) speak on spiritual matters and (2) be
recognized as valid spiritual leaders. Several scholars acknowledge that women have
become spiritual leaders despite opposition from men—within their communities,
families, and spiritual organizations—and have created a legacy of Black female spiritual
leadership in spite of these circumstances (Cummings, 1995; Gilkes, 1995;Cannon, 1995;
Higginbotham, 2003). Although Africana Womanism is inclusive of men, it does not
deny tensions between Black women and men, nor does it deny that Black women often
construct meaning through their associations with men (hooks, 2002; Collins, 2000). In
her work, Communion, hooks (2002) traced her own development and identified the ways
in which the woman’s soul seeks communion with men. Hooks (2002) explained that
women learn who they are and form an identity through a patriarchal society (where men
are more valued), through their empathic relationships with men (first crush, boyfriend,
husband, father, grandfather, pastor), and through watching other women in relationship
with men. As can be seen in this study, all of the women identify their interactions with
men, good or bad, as an important component in their spiritual development.
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Traditionally, Black women have been taught to yield spiritual leadership to men,
despite evidence that suggests Black women are the most spiritually devout group in the
United States (Taylor & Chatters, 1991; Jones & Shorter-Gooden, 2003). Jones and
Shorter-Gooden (2003) have written narratives of spiritually devoted Black women who
felt less equal than their male counterparts and have been taught that women are inferior
by their church leadership. Such gender bias within religious institutions by religious
leaders has led some women to actually leave the church. For this reason, womanist
theologians question traditional sexist messages that are proclaimed as biblical, and
instead claim their place among men in the history and practices of Black spiritual
leadership (Gilkes, 1995; Grant, 1995; Weems, 1988). This study reveals how the three
leaders learned through their empathic relationships with men and how they resisted
domination.
Black Women Holistic Practitioners and Maternal Leadership
Although research on Black woman and leadership is limited, based on existing
leadership models, the trend for Black feminist holistic leadership is to be
transformative, maternal, and grass roots-based, or of the community (Brookfield, 1983).
This leadership style reflects a liberating approach to social justice and upholds a vision
for the good of the people, while allowing for a shared vision of uplifting others through
a journey towards wellness. The following literature explores several archetypes of
leadership through which I will lens the leadership goals of my participants.
Maternal Leadership. In Stephen Brookfield’s (1983) Adult Learners, Adult
Education and the Community, he described a particular kind of community education,
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Adult Education of the Community, in which, “the educator holds the community to be in
a state of normative need and assumes a responsibility for transmitting values, skills and
knowledge to members which will result in the community moving to a new qualitatively
improved state” (p. 88). He added that “what constitutes a ‘good’ community [is] the
educator’s own preferences and values” (Brookfield, 1983, p. 88). Brookfield (1983)
also suggested that this kind of leadership, does not necessarily embody an authoritarian
or dictatorial method of guidance, but is in fact quite the opposite. Nevertheless, the
vision of good for the community is reflective of the maternal leader, which Brookfield
(1983) has pointed out is “normal and inevitable,” and does not mean that such leaders
are operating under a closed, controlling, authoritarian style. Instead, this style of
leadership can be viewed as a maternal leadership with a pedagogy of caring. Caring is
not to be interpreted as simply being nice or nurturing; it is, however, about claiming and
taking responsibility for oneself and community, as well as understanding that personal
expressiveness and sentiments are significant to the knowledge validation process
(Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2006).
In her article, A Womanist Experience of Caring, Beauboeuf-Lafontant (2002)
maintained that womanist caring is exemplified in the traditional role of the Africana
teacher. She also outlined three characteristics of the pedagogy, including embracing the
maternal, political clarity, and ethic of risk. Through an amalgamation of these three
characteristics, Black women view “caring and mothering in [a] larger socio-historical
[realm] . . .[and] in sharing knowledge we can also share power” (Beauboeuf-Lafontant ,
2002, p. 283). Likewise, hooks (1998) remembered a high school teacher who had also
taught her mother and her sisters. Hooks saw her as an incredibly passionate and
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liberated woman who believed with conviction that her role was to look after her students
in a way that transcended the textbooks and stereotypes therein. Hooks remembered that
her teacher urged them to think critically and reared them to search for “wholeness, for
unity of heart, mind, body and spirit” (1998, p. 49). In contrast to some feminists who
view of motherhood as burdensome, and even oppressive, traditionally, Black women
have viewed the role of the matriarch as an emblem of Black women’s empowerment
(Collins, 2000, p. 176). In fact, motherhood is so highly valued that the title mother (or
Mada in the Caribbean) is given to women who gain the wide respect of their
communities, and those who become spiritual leaders (Chevannes, 1994, p.25)).
In fact, through the traditional extended families of many Black communities, the
boundaries that distinguish blood mothers from “othermothers”—women who help
biological mothers by sharing nurturing responsibilities—are often flexible (Collins,
2000; Turner, 2011). In many ways, the Black American family is often women
centered. This is an African tradition that can be traced through slavery when elder
women served as nurses and caretakers of children whose parents were working (White,
1985; Collins, 2000). These West African cultural traditions, attitudes, and beliefs were
preserved in the New World (Trotman, 2011). Such attitudes are reflected in Walker’s
(1983) attempt to name her paradigm, womanist, by first starting with her mother’s
garden, or her mother’s story and the women in her mother’s generation through which
she found comfort and nurturing. Likewise, these attitudes are reflected in the way that
Black women have learned to be Black women and learned to survive by watching other
Black mothers, aunties, grandmothers, teachers, “sisters” at church, and the incredible
bonds that they have formed to keep themselves and the community moving forward. In
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holistic leadership especially, the assumption is that Black women are once again
reaching out to other Black women in an attempt to heal the whole community. The
Africana holistic leaders in this research would very much fit into the model of maternal
leaders, therefore, as they attempt to lead their communities spiritually and move them
toward a better quality of life physically and emotionally.
Transformational Leadership.

Like maternal leaders, transformational leaders

tap into their followers’ sense of self-worth and encourage them to take the focus off their
individual concerns and onto those of the community. In The Bass Handbook of
Leadership (Bass & Bass, 2008), transformational leaders were defined as leaders who “.
. . motivate their followers to do more than the followers originally intended and thought
possible . . .[who] set challenging expectations . . [and who look] to higher purposes” (p.
618). Bass and Bass (2008) have even cited world religious leaders like Jesus,
Mohammed, and Buddha as transformational leaders who “created visions, shaped values
and empowered change” (p. 618). The practice of transformational leadership, then, is as
universal as leadership itself.
Some have argued that the transformational style of leadership is “. . . consistent
with feminist principles of inclusion, collaboration and social advocacy” (Chin, 2007, p.
7). In fact, Bass and Bass (2008) suggested that Black women tend to become
transformational leaders much earlier than White women because of their socialization as
maternal leaders when they were still children. The authors asserted:
In comparison to white girls, black girls are expected to become self-assertive and
independent. Their parents expect them to mature earlier. Even as preschoolers,
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black girls may already be required to carry considerable responsibility for their
younger siblings. Early on, they are exposed to strong dominant mothers as role
models. (Bass & Bass, 2008, p. 952)
Still others, like Johnson-Bailey (2006) have spoken on the uncanny ability of Black
women not only to create change in their own communities, but their histories of
inclusion and empowerment (within the Black community) and exclusion and
marginalization (within the dominant society) has afforded Black women an incredible
opportunity to lead change. This is also echoed by hooks (1894). According to JohnsonBailey (2006), transformational leadership is what Black women have always sought to
do. She asserted, “I claim not to have the power to transform people but to provide
opportunities for people to understand their frames of reference and use that knowledge
for their own transformation” (Johnson-Bailey, 2006, p. 52). This is essentially what the
Africana holistic leaders in this study are attempting to do as well—use their own cultural
backgrounds to apply them to new ways of dealing with the body, and help other Black
women get in touch with those roots that can promote holistic healing and recovery.
Respectively, one could also argue that what might be missing from
transformational leadership as it relates to Black feminist leadership is spirituality or the
connection between mind, body, and spirit. In a recent book published on
transformational leadership in Africa, Eric Aseka (2005) contended that one cannot
understand the leadership in Africa without understanding the role of religion and
spirituality in the culture. There is in fact a triad concept of consciousness understood in
Swahili as mwili (body), nafsi (soul), and roho (spirit). Aseka (2005) maintained that the
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religious and spiritual basis is also part and parcel of what remained even in the midst of
colonial rule. African leaders, he claimed, have to know how to lead people within their
organizations who might believe that “disease [is] caused by the supernatural; and for
them spirits (juogi) make certain demands on the living and therefore solutions [have] to
have a spiritual dimension by a spiritual leader” (Aseka, 2005, p. 89). Aseka (2005) also
identified religious and spiritual ritual as a form of resistance that Africans used against
colonial rule just as Africans in the West resisted slavery and spurred the Civil Rights
Movement. His work underscores an African Diasporic Liberation theology that spans
the Pan-African sentiments about leadership and mind, body, spirit connection within
Black communities (Tisdell, 2003; Munro, 1993).
Black Women, Food and the Body
Likewise, African religious studies scholar, John Samuel Mbiti (1970) has
suggested that for Africans, man is a deeply sacred being living in a spiritual universe.
African ontology is thus a religious ontology. This concept frames and supports the kind
of integration necessary for balanced and, therefore, healthy living (West, 2008). In its
original African framework, health and wholeness are achieved in the context of
addressing multiple life processes simultaneously—plants, animals, ancestors/spirits, and
God—where human survival, productivity, and well-being are linked to the natural
world. Hence, Afrocentric religious movements in the West, such as Rastafari of
Jamaica, which we will investigate later, often holds nature in high regard for its healing
properties (Chevannes, 1995, p.25). Karenga (1984) attributed this worldview to the
guiding principle of Maat of ancient Egypt or Kemet.
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Maat, who is illustrated as a woman, offers a worldview of holism, incorporating
the social, physical, spiritual, and emotional elements of existence as a critical component
of life in order to maintain optimal health. In fact, “striving for physical balance was
considered integral to the achievement of the enlightenment” (West, 2008, p.97)). As
such, health maintenance speaks to a sustained sense of integrated wellness: mind, body,
and spirit. Here the sacred and the secular are intertwined, as the body exists as a vehicle
for spiritual consciousness (West, 2008). As renowned healer, herbalist and author of
Heal Thyself and Sacred Woman, Queen Afua (2000), asserted, “today, contemporary
seekers of various traditions are invoking the spiritual wisdom of their ancestors in order
to revitalize such traditions in modern life” (p. 5). She also emphasized that
remembering these traditions are necessary to achieving good health, which cannot be
commodified.
Significant health behavior studies have been published in recent years regarding
Black women’s attitudes about their bodies, exercise, and diets. In 2009, health
education scholars and medical researchers sought to understand what Black women need
in order to help them be successful at weight loss, recognizing that traditional methods
over the years have not worked (Thomas et al, 2009; Grzywacs & Marks, 2001;
D’Alonzo & Fischetti, 2008; Bennett, et al, 2006). These findings are a pivotal and
important step in helping us acknowledge Africana resistance against dominant ideas of
body image and approaches to physical well-being. Such studies also illustrate the
relevancy and urgency of exploring the development of Black women holistic leaders as
they resist ideals of thinness and assist their communities in developing mind, body, spirit
approaches to health and fitness.
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In the article Support Needs of Overweight African American Women for Weight
Loss (Thomas et al., 2009), researchers examined the self-image of Black women and
their weight. Research showed that 67% of Black American women qualify as
overweight or obese compared to 46% of White American women (Thomas et al., 2009,
p.340). The researchers made a valiant effort to further the discussion about Black
American women’s health needs, and in doing so, identified specific needs for some
overweight African American women, including co-participation in exercise, positive
reinforcements, and social support. The results concluded that this group of women did
not have the same body image issues that White women traditionally have and that those
who wanted to lose weight wanted to focus on health rather than size. The researchers
also triangulated their findings with other research about African American women and
attitudes about health and weight, and also considered that African American men often
prefer women who are slightly overweight by American medical standards. What was
most significant in terms of mind, body, spirit practices is that most women in the study
reported that the best place to get support was from their religious organizations and
spiritual leaders. This study was also significant in identifying the attitudes about diet
and exercise as well as how those attitudes are connected to self-image.
One recent study by D’Alonzo and Fischetti (2008) confirmed some of the
concerns of young Black women and their attitudes toward exercise and their self-image.
Their research included focus groups of Black female college students and their exercise
habits and attitudes. One young participant declared, “I walk into the gym, and they all
look like Workout Barbie—blonde-haired, ultra slim, big chest, super thin thighs. Only I
do not look like Workout Barbie. If anything, I want to look like Halle Berry. She’s got
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a nice little shape, she’s got hips” (D’Alonzo & Fischetti, 2008, p. 180). Although the
young woman recognized the need to exercise, the gym became a white space with white
bodies that did not mirror the ideal of her community. Women of this focus group also
reported feeling pressured to stay physically active to avoid becoming overweight
because being overweight did not fit with white society’s expectations of a successful
young woman. Therefore, young black women feel some pressure from dominant society
to conform to the norm, yet they feel some resistance and note differences in body type
aesthetic values between their community and that of dominant society. Other studies
have found correlations between the positive self-image among Black women and their
spirituality (King, 2010; Bowen-Reid, & Smalls, 2004).
In her text on body language, Lau (2011) followed a group of Black women who
have created an exercise program to support Black women’s exercise and dieting needs
called “Sisters in Shape” and interviewed them and the women that attend their gym.
Lau’s (2011) research concluded with similar findings regarding how Black women learn
to think about their bodies and their aversion to the dominant society’s beauty ideal. One
woman, Allison, wanted to try an aerobics class, and decided to go to “check out the
teacher”. When she saw the teacher, Melonie, one of the founders of Sisters in Shape,
she knew it would be a good class for her. Allison says, “I started taking her class ’cause
a lot of times aerobic teachers are real tiny, and, especially black women, we’re thick,
and lookin’ at those tiny women, we’re like, ‘Uh, I’m not gonna look like that, you know,
what’s the point’” (Lau, 2011, p.84). Lau (2011) highlighted that Allison situates herself
in the “collective and ideally imagined black womanhood” that exists in contradiction
and distinction to white womanhood (p. 84). Black women, she surmised, identify with

38

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

“thickness” and appreciate and feel confident in that difference from White heteronormative standards of beauty (Lau, 2011, p. 84).
While considering exercise needs, addressing dieting needs of Black women or
the relationship that Black women have with food is also important. As part of the Stone
Center Colloquium, Janet Surrey (1983) presented a paper regarding the eating patterns
of women and how they reflected something about their development. She began with
the idea of eating disorders, anorexia, and bulimia, as well as the role of dieting in an
affluent society, and acknowledged that at that time 50-75% of women were “dieting”
and that this preoccupation was considered the norm. She also discussed the onset of this
preoccupation in the West during adolescence when girls are gaining weight or “getting
fatter” (Surrey, 1983, p. 238) and boys are also gaining weight, but their weight is seen as
desirable and that these changes are associated as “positive, self affirming events”
(Surrey, 1983, p. 239). Surrey pointed out that in many communities, such as Black
communities, “The standards of female beauty suggest the glorification of fullness,
plumpness, and roundness, where the female body reflects a symbol of fertility and
abundance” (p.242) and that White American cultural norms reflect a desirable body that
is more reflective of a prepubescent girl. Nonetheless, although Black ideals of beauty
have protected Black women and girls from a mentality of deprivation, it has not buffered
us from excessively overeating and the consequences of overweight and obesity.
Thompson (1994) addressed the issue of Black women and overeating in her
text, A Hunger So Wide and So Deep, the ways that “eating problems” often function as
survival strategies against a range of physical and emotional abuses in women’s lives.
Eating problems is Thompson’s term for compulsive overeating, bingeing, bulimia,

39

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

anorexia, and restrictive dieting. Thompson (1994) maintained that these issues are about
much more than about body image and does not romanticize the seemingly positive
protection that Black women have developed. Regardless of these acknowledgements,
Thompson (1994) maintained that even if Black women do suffer from “eating
problems,” they simply have less body dissatisfaction and higher self-esteem than do
White women, due in large part to the fact that body standards within the collective Black
community are different from those of Whites. Although this may be true, self-esteem
does not protect us from higher rates of diabetes and other preventable diseases. The
aforementioned research supports the current study of participants who have sought to
address issues of excess weight and health within their communities and have obviously
made the mind, body, connection for themselves. All participants exalt the Black
feminine aesthetic, and yet maintain healthy weights, while integrating their spiritual
practices, food intake, and treatment of the body.
Summary
My research focuses on the adult development journeys of Black women who are
mind, body, spirit practitioners and holistic leaders. In this chapter, I reviewed the
literature that informs my research. The literature review comprises of two areas: One
includes an overview of how and what Black women learn about themselves as women,
their bodies, and their spiritual development. The second area explored archetypes of
leadership models through which I will lens the results of my data from the participants
in this study. This literature review highlights the limited information that exists on
Black female learning and leadership and underscores the need for more research that
explores the perspectives of Black women leaders and their personal journeys. This
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study stands to contribute to the literature by addressing this gap and by adding more
voices of contemporary Black women leaders. The literature review centers the
experiences and voices of my study’s participants within the context of Black female
adult learning, development, and leadership and the tradition of healing and
transformation within this group. Centering Africana life experiences in this way allows
them to author and define their own realities and contribute to the body of knowledge
about Black women by Black women.
CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

In this chapter, I describe the methods used in conducting this study. I first
discuss my position as a researcher. I then examine portraiture as the methodology used
in this research and describe the major components of the research design. These include
preparation and management of data collection, sample research questions, context of the
study, and procedures for analyzing data.
My Researcher Position: Epistemological and Theoretical Stance
My research epistemology for this study is two-fold: transformative and Africana
womanist. The former acknowledges that realities are constructed and shaped by social,
political, cultural, economic, and racial/ethnic values, indicating that power and privilege
are important determinants of which reality will be privileged in a research context
(Mertens, 2009). The latter is a paradigm for Black life and its women, rooted in social
change and problem solving (Hudson-Weems, 2004). Allowing participants to voice
their own experience enables me as the researcher to include their ethnographic narratives
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in the studies of Black female adult development—an underdeveloped subject in the
literature of Adult learning and Education.
Research Methodology: Portraiture
Portraiture is an interdisciplinary research methodology. It is a social science
methodology of qualitative research developed by Dr. Sarah Lawrence-Lightfoot (1997)
of Harvard University, which she describes in her text, The Art and Science of
Portraiture, as the blending of art and science. Its background she draws from
philosopher, Jean-Jacques Rousseau; psychologist, William James; educational reformer,
John Dewey; anthropologist, Clifford Geertz; and civil rights activist, Pan-Africanist,
sociologist and author, W.E.B. Dubois (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 6-8). This
method made its debut in her book, The Good High School (1983), where she examined
six secondary schools and most recently in The Third Chapter: Passion, Risk and
Adventure in the 25 Years After 50 (Lawrence – Lightfoot, 2009). Davis (1997),
described portraiture as artistic, narrative portrayals of participants with the depth and
rigor of excellent social science research. Davis (1997) noted this first encounter with
portraiture where “the writer was inside – not outside – the work; the forbidden element
of judgment was everywhere present, and the spirited writing had a rhythmic pace more
reflective of works of art than of science” (p. 21). The rhetorical strategies of
a Portraitist, then, include scaffolding the data and analysis of the research by context: the
writing is awake with the detailed description of the “geography, the demography, the
neighborhood, and the detailed documentation of the physical characteristics of the place
that evokes all the senses – visual, auditory, tactile …” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis,

42

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

1997, p. 44). The researcher must do more than tell us scientifically, therefore, they must
show us artistically as well. The methodology incorporates three contexts to assist with
this process: (1) the internal context, including space and time, that is, a multicultural
neighborhood in Miami in 2011; (2) the personal context, or the researcher’s background
and agenda, that is, my own background as a Black woman teaching mind, body, spirit
practices and thus my interest in this topic; and (3) the historical context, or how the
subject and journey is situated culturally, that is, how does a Black Haitian Catholic
woman transform herself into a leader of a Hindu-based yoga lifestyle, teaching primarily
Latino immigrants in Miami?
Participants and Criteria for Selection
The participants for this study were selected purposefully with the goal to obtain
thick descriptions of their lived experiences, development as adults, and journeys toward
holistic lifestyles and leadership. After establishing criteria for participants, I went on to
select specific participants. First, I compiled a list of women in the South Florida area
who are known leaders in holistic practices. I also sent emails to academic colleagues
throughout South Florida and to various other groups including my sorority Alpha Kappa
Alpha, Inc., for suggestions of Black women in the community whom they viewed as
mind, body, spirit leaders. The three Black women chosen for this study (1) represent
Christian, Yoga, and Yoruba leadership, respectively, and (2) have led their respective
communities for more than 10 years. The range of leadership ranged from 10-40 years,
and all three participants are over the age of 50.
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Background of the South Florida Community
Like many South Floridians, the participants in this study are all from somewhere
else. The most frequent question that a stranger in South Florida will ask another stranger
is “where are you from?” More often than not this means, “What country do you or your
parents come from?” In Miami, specifically, 60% of the population is born outside of the
country (United Nations Development Program, 2004), most of whom primarily come
from Cuba, Latin American countries like Columbia and Brazil, and Afro-Caribbean
countries like Jamaica, Trinidad, and Haiti. It is no surprise, then, that two out of the
three participants in my study were born outside of the U.S. and the third participant is a
transplant from New York City. This is especially significant in terms of the worldview
of these women and that they represent Black women on a global scale, which is why I
refer to them in the study as Black women or Africanas and not African American
women, which implies not only ancestry from Africa (which all of the women share), but
also that they are descendants of enslaved Africans within the boundaries of the U.S.
(which most do not share). Nonetheless, two of the three emigrated from countries
outside of the U.S and offer a different kind of Black experience.
Interviews and Data Collection
Erikson (1982) taught us that construction of identity is indeed a psychosocial process.
The blending of psychological and biological processes are embedded in a socio-cultural
context and by analysis of all three is how we come to gain a meaningful understanding
of a person’s given identity. Insightful access is gained by studying how individuals
move through “crisis” from birth to death (Erikson, 1963). McAdams’ (1985) life story
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theory expands on Erikson’s work by arguing that the narrative that we create of our life
experiences is, in fact, our identity; it is the fundamental way in which we know
ourselves and are known by others. Therefore, in qualitative work, interviews can be
used as a primary data source as they are in this study. Interviews are also used by
researchers to be interpreted from either an individual or collective perspective, or both
(Atkinson, 1998).
Data collection procedures were explained to participants in the recruitment letter
they received. Data collection involved informal interviews held a minimum of four
times during a four-month period with each interview lasting between 1-2 hours. I also
emphasized that the interviews would be digitally recorded. Finally, the letter stressed
that the identities of the participants would be kept anonymous unless they preferred
otherwise. All participants offered to use their real names in this study, however, citing
that by doing so they might become “blessed” because of it. All interviews were digitally
recorded and field notes were taken. Interview data was also triangulated with
observations of participants leading or teaching classes and with documents from each
participant.
Collection of Documents and Artifacts
In addition to interviews, various documents were collected from participants in
the study. These included brochures, photographs, event programs, websites, books, and
newspaper articles. These documents served as support for interview data, making the
findings more trustworthy. For example, the Christian participant wrote a Photo-essay
book titled Psalms in the Dance of Life (Connor, 2010) in which she chronicles her story
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and her healing through movement and biblical scripture. The Yoruba participant has
also written a book titled Meaningful Mondays: Developing and maintaining balance
through the seasons with prayer, baths, and healthful living (Efunbolade, 2010). These
documents also helped to contextualize the work and beliefs of these women.
Data Analysis
Detailed qualitative research, via interviews and observations, as the basis for the
direct experiences with participants is most appropriate for my research problem as it has
special value for investigating complex and sensitive issues. My intent was to generate
enough rich descriptions that relay the phenomena, even though this meant that the
results of my research could not be generalized, and that I would have a great deal of
“raw” data to sort through and categorize. Nonetheless, the tradition of testimony and
personal narratives within Black culture and life seemed fitting for the data collection and
analysis of my participants.
In the field of African American studies, the long tradition of “testimony” going
back to slave narratives—or “testifying” in Black American church rituals—has offered a
distinctive basis for knowledge about Black history and culture (Collins, 2000) The
discipline of African history has also been particularly creative in its use of personal
narratives. Prior to the independence movements of the 1960s, most African history was
written from the perspective of colonial or former colonial powers and was based on their
archival records (Collins, 2000). However, in anti-colonial movements and in
postcolonial Africa, many historians of Africa sought out African narrative traditions,
featuring life stories, for studies of the past and their revisions of history (Collins, 2000).
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In fact, the latest book on race and Adult Education, titled, The Handbook of Race and
Adult Education (Sheared, 2010) is an arrangement of personal narratives from those
teaching within the discipline. Similarly, feminist theorists in many fields have
deconstructed the Western concept of post-positivist social science research in favor of
the authenticity of lived experiences voiced by women. At the heart of feminist
epistemology is the claim that new insights about gender relations and power emerge
from women telling stories about themselves, and that the process of telling reveals what
has been suppressed or unrecognized (Collins, 1998). Within these three traditions, the
African, African American, and feminist (or Africana Womanist), individual stories are
treated as interesting in and of themselves, given that their value rests on their ability to
reveal something new about a social position or certain types of social-structural
dynamics (Collins, 1998; Hudson-Weems, 2004: Atkinson, 1998) The stories themselves
may tell counter-narratives, they may document historic shifts, or they may give
variations in the experience of particular identities. What better way to analyze the story
of a Black woman? The accounts of my participants are collected and analyzed under the
guise of their right to have their own narrative and to rewrite the “master script” of what
has been told about women, the African Diaspora and more specifically Black women in
the African Diaspora.
The data collection and analysis of the study was conducted, then, using an
interdisciplinary approach that included the Africana Womanist approaches as well as
literary analysis. In the latter, “close reading” and “intertextuality” are used as tools to
interpret the text. Close reading is simply making an interpretation of the text, or
transcript in this instance, based on the text and lensing it through feminism, critical race
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theory, and so forth. Intertextuality, on the other hand, refers to the ways in which the
meaning of a text is shaped by the meaning of other texts. Examples of this are seen in
the findings where I attempt to triangulate what the participants have revealed with what
other scholars have theorized about adult development or the development of Black
women.
Data collection occurred via field notes during observations of my participants.
These observations provided additional content to questions that I already had about their
spiritual, cultural, physical, and educational experiences. After observations, we would
meet one-on-one for audio-recorded sessions for several hours. Often these question and
answer sessions would organically evolve into off-script conversations. There were times
when I would follow a narrative with an “um – hmm” or “tell me more,” but more often
than not, responses led to more questions. Sometimes, I would repeat back to them what
they told me in order to seek clarification. And sometimes they would even ask me
questions, so that our exchange became a collaborative dialogue. The recordings were
then transcribed and analyzed using the portraiture and interdisciplinary method
described above.
By using semi-structured interviews as the primary means of data collection, the
initial data collection involved checking for clarification once specific points were made.
These were followed by analytic notes made by myself, the researcher, immediately
following interviews. Transcription of the interviews and then coding the transcripts
followed. Coding transcripts included writing main themes in the margins and brief
summary descriptions. Member checking was performed as it became necessary to email
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or phone a participant for further clarification. They were also contacted to make sure
that I understood them accurately.
Once initial data collection and analysis was complete, more thorough data
analysis was performed. All transcripts were read four times. Themes that emerged from
each transcript were then compared to others. This process is described as the constant
comparative method (Merriam, 1998) and voice centered analysis (Gilligan, et al, 1989)
as suggested for portraitists by Lawrence-Lightfoot (1997). This process resulted in four
main themes that will be discussed in Chapter 4.
Voice Centered Analysis
The voice centered analysis (Gilligan et al., 1989, p. 95) conducted in this study
requires that the researcher examine interview transcripts four times, which allows the
portraitist the opportunity to listen for a different voice and thereby complex perspectives
each time. Through this kind of scrutiny, the portraitist is also able to hear “repetitive
refrains” (Lawrence- Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 193) or the same refrain over and over
again that tell the researcher “this is who we are, this is what we believe. This is how we
see ourselves” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p.193).
Likewise, Womanist (Walker, 1983) or black feminist scholarship places Black
women’s experiences at the center of analysis. Thus, “the black feminist or womanist
challenges the public discourse about [black]women by presenting themselves as they
know themselves to be and not as others choose to see them” (Hamlet, 2006, p.215). The
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voice and vision of Black women’s consciousness is center stage in intellectual and social
discourse and supports other Black women in defining their own realities.
In the praxis of Adult Education the role of the womanist Adult Educator is to
“give voice” in the classroom discourse (Sheared, 1996). Giving voice means allowing
for and acknowledging various social life stories, experiences, cultures, and religious
orientation. In so doing, it exposes the similarities and differences in a learning
environment. Furthermore, Collins (1998, p. 317) claimed that dialogue for Black
women is possibly a way of “invoking a particular female way of knowing”. Therefore,
realities are constructed by speaking their truth and their understanding of the way they
have learned is voiced (Sheared, 1996, p. 275). The educator then, becomes an
instrument through which the student or in this case participant can reflect on their
realities.
Validity
I present six themes that emerged framing the portraitures of these three women.
These themes capture the unique development of journeys that all three women took to
get where they are. Primarily, they also serve to highlight that which resonates with all of
the participants. This process involves listening for the story versus just listening to it
(Welty, 1983, p.14). Locating the central story takes scrutiny while examining the
material for emerging refrains:
But the portraitist is interested not only in producing complex, subtle description
in context but also in searching for the central story, developing a convincing and
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authentic narrative. This requires careful and systematic and detailed description
developed through watching, listening to and interacting with the actors over a
sustained period of time, the tracing and interpretation of emergent themes, and
the piecing together of these themes into an aesthetic whole. (LawrenceLightfoot& Davis, 1997, p.12)
My self-portrait is also included as my identity and history are central to how the
narratives are heard, interpreted, and voiced (Lawrence-Lightfoot& Davis, 1997, p.13).
The portraitist is thus assigned the central and creative role in the portraiture research
methodology. The inclusive stance of the researcher led me to include my own story
along with the narratives of the three participants.
Summary
The purpose of this study is to include and expand the research on the
development and leadership of Black women who are mind, body, and spirit
practitioners. This is achieved by examining the ways in which their life experiences
have formed their identities as holistic leaders. Much of the information provided in this
chapter focused on Portraiture Methodology. I also presented my researcher position, as
well as how I collected the data.
In the next chapter, I present the portraits of three Black women holistic leaders
and my own. I organize the portraits around themes that emerged from the life stories
and examine them for meaning in the last chapter.
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CHAPTER 4
P ORTRAITS
RESEARCHER’S BACKGROUND

I am currently a lecturer at the University of Miami where I teach English
Composition and a writing course on legendary reggae star, Bob Marley. This course
highlights not only the depth of Marley’s music, but his way of life as a practitioner of
Rastafari, a disciplined, Pan-Africanist mind, body, spirit way of life that began in the
hills of Jamaica, of which I too am a practitioner. Our explorations of the holistic values
of Rastafari contribute to my students’ understanding of the artist, and how his music was
a reflection of his beliefs in the Rastafari movement. For the past seven years, I have
taught this course, encouraging my students, who are emerging adults, to take the “Be
like Bob” challenge. This challenge, which is completely voluntary, requires them to
include some form of wellness in their daily routine and to document how they felt as a
result by charting and journaling their experience. In order to be successful at the
challenge, students are only required to change one thing every day for a month; to give
up drinking or smoking, to pray, to not drink sodas, or lattes from Starbucks, to exercise
or take a yoga or dance class, something to improve their wellbeing. This course is a
rewarding one for my students, often allowing them to question and come to terms with
their own spiritual development, their behavior, and their treatment of their bodies.
Needless to say, the course has become quite popular on campus. What most of my
students do not know, however, is that this course is the result of my own search for
healing through mind, body, spirit wellness and a need to manifest that quest for holism
through my life’s work as agency that I give back to them.
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I was born in 1976 in Naperville, Illinois, a suburb of Chicago, a long way away
from Africa or Jamaica, to an interracial couple who met while my father was in graduate
school and my mother was in undergrad. My mother is a White American woman with a
German-Jewish, and British, Irish-Catholic lineage. My father, whose African roots are
unknown, is a Black American born in Mississippi and grew up in the Baptist church.
After my parents divorced, my father was awarded sole custody of me, when I was just
two years old. The judge, an elderly White man, proclaimed that I would always be
viewed as Black in the eyes of “society,” meaning, the U.S. society, which at the time
still went by the one drop rule ( I am very fair in complexion). My father, however, was
a convicted child abuser. Prior to meeting my mother, he had served two years at
Stateville Correctional Center, a maximum security prison in Joliet, Illinois for
aggravated battery of his then four and seven year old daughters. The eldest was
physically scarred for life and the youngest, Sandra, died after spending eight years in a
coma. Nevertheless, I lived alone with my father in a working-class Black neighborhood
on the outskirts of Chicago and visited my mother every other weekend and once a month
in the summers.
As a child, my mother did not practice any religion that I can remember. I do not
recall going to church with her, aside from attending Unity Temple once in Oak Park, a
middle class, racially mixed neighborhood where she lived. Despite the absence of
religious affiliation at the time, I do remember her as being a spiritual, mystical woman, a
hippie with no firm or rigid religious path. I knew that she was raised Catholic but
wanted nothing to do with the Catholic Church, for reasons I was not completely sure
about as a child. My father was always sending me to church, however. We attended the
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First Christian Church of Maywood for a while, where my father was a deacon and I
remember being baptized in that church at the age of seven. We would also attend
Proviso Baptist in that same neighborhood, and my father worked for the pastor, Rev.
Porter, as a social worker for Proviso Leyden Council for Community Action (PLCCA),
which Rev. Porter founded. On occasion, we also went to other churches in the
neighborhood, like Second Baptist Church, led by Rev. Wallace Sykes who is now
celebrating his 50th pastoral year. As a preschooler, I attended Maple Tree Learning
Center, which was owned and operated by Second Baptist and situated right next door to
the church. My father would refer to all of these pastors as “skirt chasers”. I remember
them as leaders in Maywood and I found the services to be communal—I felt at home
there. The soul stirring music, the interactive call and response shouts of “Well!,”
“Preach!” and “Take yo’ time!” and those who “caught the holy ghost” made the services
engaging, theatrical, and full of life. The women were always “dressed to the nines” and
wore “crowns of glory” or large, elaborate hats that matched their colorful dress suits.
The church nurses, who were professional nurses that volunteered their time as a
ministry, also impressed me—they were pretty, wore impeccable make up, and smelled
like Vaseline Intensive Care lotion and baby powder. The nurses wore white suits or
nurses uniforms with white nurse’s caps, white gloves, white stockings and white
shoes—they were clean. The nurses would escort you to your seat and assist those who
“caught the Holy Ghost” by holding them and cooling them with church fans. They were
there to protect us in case we injured ourselves getting too happy, I used to think,
although I was deathly afraid of getting that happy, thinking, “Please, Holy Ghost, don’t
pick me!” Once they escorted or fanned someone, they would go back to their posts,
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standing on the periphery of the inside of the church. During their walk back to the post,
they would put one hand behind their backs, bow their heads and with the other hand,
point one finger up to the sky as a sign of respect. Everything about church was a
production and appealed to all of my senses—I loved it!
After church was the Sunday Dinner ritual at somebody’s mother’s house. My
father was not very close with his own family, so he and I would join neighborhood
friends to enjoy a meal (and spirits for the adults). We ate all the best soul food—fried
chicken, collard greens, ham hocks, black-eyed peas, cornbread, baked macaroni and
cheese, and peach cobbler for dessert. At that time, I never thought of the food as not
good for me. I knew that my father explained soul food as provisions that our ancestors
ate on the plantation. These foods were very high in fat, sodium, starch, and
cholesterol—all that would be needed for the arduous field work of slaves. Of course, at
the time, it never occurred to me that we should no longer sustain such a diet, as we were
no longer doing the type of physically demanding tasks of our forefathers and mothers,
but this is how we ate in those days. As a child I got lots of exercise, though, playing
outside, roller skating, riding my bike, walking to school with my best friend Tabitha, and
of course my favorite, playing double dutch with the kids on the block. I look back
fondly on those days. Although I longed to see my mother on the weekends, I was
surrounded by a community that loved me.
What led me away from that background is related to my relationship with my
father and his religious decisions and life choices. After my father’s separation from his
fourth wife in 1985, he “got saved” listening to a radio program one night. Prior to this,
my father attended church but he also drank rum and coke excessively, smoked “refer,”
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and chain-smoked Pall Mall or Winston 100 cigarettes. After listening to this radio
program, however, and seeing a vision of “Jesus” in his bedroom, he was now “saved”
(from hell) which meant everyone in the house, that is, me, had to become saved. I was
nine years old at the time and he told me to “rebuke the devil” and “accept Jesus as [my]
personal savior” or else I would end up in hell. Terrified of those consequences, I
accepted Jesus right away.
We then started to attend Wheaton Christian Center, led by Rev. Carlton Arthur.
That lasted a year until my father decided to move us to Maryland, without my mother’s
knowledge. In fact, I did not even know the day we were leaving. One day, he got me
out of school and let my teacher and the principal know that I was moving that day to
Maryland. I even remember the janitor asking my father where he was taking me. I
called my mother in the middle of the night from a pay phone at a U-Haul station
somewhere in Indiana or Ohio. I was 10 years old and I would not see her again until I
was 15.
In Maryland, my father worked for a Christian Group home for boys as a social
worker. This environment was completely different from my community in Maywood.
We went from a mostly Black neighborhood to an all White neighborhood and many of
the children were very mean to me. It was culture shock, really. I went from being one
of few fair-skinned girls at my school to being the only Black girl in the school, which
the students let me know by calling me “nigger”. I hated it. To make matters worse, my
father began to roam from job to job, church to church, house to house, always chasing
the next big thing that was going to make him happy, only to find the same man once he
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got to where he was going. I attended two elementary schools, three junior high schools,
and four high schools over the course of six years.
My father also became physically violent, giving me “spankings” and “whoopins”
out of anger and frustration with his own life. Once, he beat me with a leather belt so
badly, that he left welt marks all over my back, buttocks, and thighs. The next day, my
teacher, Mrs. Robinson, the only Black educator in my elementary school, took me to the
bathroom and asked me what was wrong, as I was not myself that day. I told her that I
had gotten a spanking for sitting on the stoop when my father got home from work. She
instructed me to lift up my shirt. Immediately, she took me to the principal’s office and
called the police. They interviewed me and took pictures of my body. I know that they
went to my father’s job, but somehow, they did not remove me from the home, even
though the State pressed charges against him. While at home, he threatened me and told
me that he would not tell the authorities where my mother was or even her name and that
if I did not cooperate I would be sent into the foster care system. I cooperated and did
everything he told me to do: I asked to have the States attorney not represent me, as I
would be siding with him. I gave them a false name and address for my mother, and I
requested to speak to the Judge in his chambers. Once I met with the judge, I told him
that I was being disobedient to my father, and that the pictures were “fabricated.” I was
11 years old.
This period in our lives was extreme, as he had now started to attend
Pentecostal/Charismatic churches where people claimed to have “supernatural gifts of the
holy spirit” like “speaking in tongues” and prophecy. I remember those times as the
darkest. Those were the days that he was the most unkind. I remember thinking that he
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was actually nicer when he drank and smoked. The judgment that permeated from the
people of those churches and my father was that everyone who didn’t believe like them
were evil and were “on their way to hell” unless they “repented and turned from their
wicked ways”. From that, I learned to mistrust everyone who was not like us and I
learned to judge others as though I were superior. I also learned that I was always
“disobedient” and that God (and my father) was punitive, always watching and waiting
for me to mess up.
At 16, I had had enough. I left my father and ran away to live with my mother
back in Chicago. I never went to church. I attended an all girl’s Catholic school, but
wanted nothing to do with going to chapel or prayers, and yet I was still deathly afraid of
God’s wish to punish me. I developed anxiety, often having night terrors, and became
hyper vigilant, symptoms that would later be diagnosed as Post Traumatic Stress
Disorder. I also became anorexic and bulimic, at one point losing 25 pounds in one
month. A good friend at the time made a tape of Bob Marley for me and told me to listen
to it. I have no idea why he did it. I had never expressed an interest in Marley or reggae
necessarily. I knew of Marley through my father who ironically sang, “I shot the Sheriff”
periodically. I enjoyed some of the songs, but I thought of Marley as too wild and too
free—qualities that I feared and desired all at the same time.
Like many young adults, once I got to college, I started to search spirituality,
reading about Islam, Buddhism, and other world religions, like the Akan Religion of
West Africa. My boyfriend, Justin, and I shared an apartment and had Bob Marley
posters hanging up everywhere; he even sprouted short dreadlocks at one point. In those
days, dreadlocks were not simply worn as fashion as they are now by celebrities like Lil’
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Wayne. Then, wearing locks was a nod to the early Rastafarians who were criminally
persecuted for wearing them and a statement to the world that one is conscious and proud
of one’s African heritage. Dreadlocks also honored the Mau Mau warriors1 and
represented Lion strength and dominion;2 it meant being a victor and not a victim. Justin
and I had many conversations about Rastafari, and I knew, staring at those posters on the
wall, that whatever Marley had I wanted. More than dreadlocks, Marley expressed
freedom and love of self and others through a daily way of living that was disciplined in
diet and devotion—all things that seemed extreme and almost impossible, albeit
admirable and inspiring. I focused instead on my body, becoming the perfect size by
excessive exercise and deprivation.
When I returned home from college, I began attending Trinity United Church of
Christ, where the now infamous Rev. Jeremiah Wright was the pastor. I really loved
Trinity and connected with their mission to be community oriented, and also, Pan
Africanist. In college, I had majored in Literature, with a concentration on Black Women
Writers. Authors like Tony Morrison, bell hooks, Zora Neal Hurston, Jamaica Kincaid,
Bebe Moore Campbell, and Audre Lorde schooled me on speaking up and talking back
against untruths—be they familial or societal. We were taught about being Black and
being women. I realized I wanted a religion that allowed me to recognize the importance
of talking back and questioning in the spirit of these women. Trinity seemed like an
almost perfect fit, as the pastor and the parishioners resisted all of the subliminal
Eurocentric/colonial education and values. However, I had a hard time getting past a
Jesus (1) who enslaved my ancestors, (2) who would not let me see my mother for five
1

Mau Mau warriors fought colonial powers in Kenya and wore their hair in dreadlocks.
As represented by Haile Selassie, who adopted the symbol of the Lion carrying the Ethiopian flag on a
cross after being crowned King of Kings, Lord of Lords, Conquering Lion of the tribe of Judah.
2
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years, (3) who would grant custody to an abusive father, and (4) who had the nerve to
want to punish me even further than he already had.
During this time, I had gotten married to an artist, Rashid, who discouraged
churchgoing of any kind. At the time, he thought church and religion was for the weak (I
know his views have changed since then), yet his crutch was an unhealthy lifestyle of
compulsive drinking, chain smoking, and a diet that consisted of skirt steaks and
pepperoni pizza. At the time, I served as the Director of African American Cultural
Affairs at Columbia College Chicago, a premiere arts college. I had the opportunity to
lead students and my greater community in collaborative programming and events that
were educational and entertaining. I hosted film screenings like AfroPunk, art talks with
Alison Saar and Studio Museum of Harlem Director Thelma Golden, and music
performances by Grammy award winners like trumpeter Roy Hargrove. I was not taking
care of my spirit or my body by this point, however. I was over committing, skipping
meals, and still had no spiritual home.
Before Rashid and I divorced, I began to tell him of my feelings of needing a
religious direction. I was a spiritual person, but I needed a path, a road map. I talked to
him about Rasta—he was already sporting dreadlocks, so I thought he might be
interested. He was not, but he could see that it was important to me. Since, he did not
know the first thing about Rasta, he bought me a “yeh mon” lighter and a Peter Tosh
vintage album, a sweet and funny gesture at the time. Rashid’s artwork and physical
appearance through his wearing of dreadlocks reflected a Black consciousness, and I
believe Rasta was acceptable in some sense to him. However, due to our insurmountable
differences, we divorced, which left me searching for healing once again. I landed right
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back at Trinity. Ironically, one of my students at Columbia who often accompanied me
to church told me there was a Rasta who owned a bookstore with his wife not too far
from Trinity, so I went to talk to them one day. The woman was mixed like me,
welcomed me with open arms and reasoned with me about her path to Rasta. We made a
plan to meet once a week when her husband was not around, so that we could talk in
private. I was very clear to her and to myself that, unlike most women who come to
Rasta, I wanted to come into the movement on my own terms without the assistance or
interference of a man. I began with the first step, getting rid of the perm in my head,
which meant cutting my hair extremely short.
I announced this new spiritual route to a few close friends and family, some of
whom were very accepting. I am not sure what my mother made of my spiritual journey
at the time, though. I am almost certain that on some level she thought I had completely
lost my mind. I stayed with her and her husband for about a year after my divorce. The
two of them were now leading a Unity Church, and she was also practicing as a psychotherapist for battered women. She would come home from work or church and I would
be in her den watching videos on Rastafari and reggae artists. That was when I started to
develop a class on Bob Marley that I would later pitch to the University of Miami. I was
inspired by my students at Columbia who often wore Marley t-shirts or book bags, but
knew very little about him. I was also inspired once again by Black women, this time in
the form of phenomenal colleagues who seemed to be living authentically in their work
and spiritual lives. Ironically, my mother spotted a tiny article in the Chicago Tribune
that Damian Marley would be performing at the Double Door in April of 2006. This, I
could not miss. My friend, an artist, by the name of Mr. Greenweedz accompanied me.
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We went early, as he knew the owners and sat backstage for a while. I was in awe of
these young Rastas. Greenweedz encouraged me to come and talk to them, but I was
frozen, could not move, and could not speak. When the concert began, Greenweedz went
off to dance and I stood up in the back by the bar and watched, did not drink, did not
dance, just watched. In Damian, I saw myself—a young, light-skinned youth, conscious
of his history, but his spiritual connection to that history manifested in his body by his
physical fitness, his dreadlocks, and his works as an artist. He was living in freedom. I
remember a White man at the bar, drinking a red stripe, fully enjoying the vibe. He said
to me, “Funny, you never see any Rasta women, only men.” In that moment, I thought to
myself, “You’re looking at one”.
From that moment on, I started to live my life as a Rasta woman. In keeping with
the Rasta principle of Ital, meaning to live and eat naturally, I adopted a diet that was
Pescetarian in nature, in which my main protein sources were lentils and fish. I stopped
eating pork, red meat, shellfish and junk foods like sodas, and fast food. Over the course
of a year, I lost 20lbs. and maintained a healthy weight. Through Rasta, I had come to
understand that how we eat affects how we feel and how we feel affects how we eat.
What I was learning was not the deprivation that I had practiced in the past; this was a
lifestyle of being kind to the body by not bombarding it with harsh chemicals,
overfeeding, or quick fixes like shakes manufactured in a laboratory. I learned that the
earth produces food in its natural state that would sustain me. I learned to exercise daily
in order to increase vitality and ward off illness, instead of as an incentive to fit into a
size 6 dress. I learned that my body was a conduit for my purpose in life, and all that I
had of my Black American and African history was not separate from its spiritual and
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religious history—they were never separate for my ancestors and they did not have to be
separate for me. I learned to express all of that through my life’s work. That spring, I
was invited to teach my course on Marley at the University of Miami.
Six months after I moved to Miami, I met my current husband, Jason, backstage
at the then, Bob Marley Festival3 produced by Marley’s family every year. Jason is now
the brand manager for Marley’s Mellow Mood Beverage and works closely with the
family on several projects. Jason had locks down to his backside. He did not drink, he
did not smoke and he sustained a very clean diet. Through various reasonings (a term
Rastas use for conversation about spiritual and societal matters), Jason brought me into
the fullness of The Ethiopian Orthodox Church4 (EOC) and its relationship to Rasta. He
explained to me that His Imperial Majesty, Haile Selassie, the Emperor of Ethiopia,
whom many Rastas worship as God, sent his Archbishop, Abuna Yeshaq to Jamaica to
represent and establish the EOC in the Western Hemisphere. Selassie, who was also a
Pan-Africanist, sought to make a gesture of understanding to Black people of the West.
He understood that they had been cut off from their physical and spiritual roots via
slavery and wanted to reconnect them. With this awareness, we were both baptized in the
church two years later, married in the church, and would later baptize our son, Judah as
well. We live our lives therefore, as Ethiopian Orthodox Rastas, as EOC is our religion,
and Rasta is our daily livity, or way of life.
The more I live and learn Rasta, the more I grow. And the following study is an
outpouring of that progression. Although Rastafari as a way of life is an attempt to return
Blacks in the West to their African roots, it has also been influenced by Yoga (tantric),

3
4

Now called the Nine Mile Festival, after the location of Marley’s birth.
A pre-colonial Oriental Orthodox church.
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and Christianity. As much as Rastas were influenced by the teachings of Pan-Africanists,
Marcus Garvey, and Haile Selassie, they were also influenced by their Hindu brothers
and sisters who had come to Jamaica as indentured servants, beginning in the mid 19th
century (Lorne, 2000). These Hindus taught the then soon-to-be Rastas about their way
of life as Sadhus (good men) and Sadhvi (good women), or ascetics who have chosen to
live, often, as wandering monks in order to focus on their own spiritual practice or
Sadhana (Lorne, 2000; Hausner, 2007). Likewise, many Rastas decided to separate
themselves from the Babylonians, or Westerners, who believed in a colonized existence
and church, and they found scriptural bases for this action. In the book of Leviticus, they
found the Nazarene vow from the Old Testament to live a life “set apart” and grow their
hair long based on Numbers 6:1-21, like the Sadhus. For the Rastas this was done in
resistance to colonial forces who were oppressing poor blacks in Jamaica. Furthermore,
certain words like Ganja and Kali, terms for marijuana, which is considered a sacred herb
despite its legal status, come from the Goddesses Ganga and Kali, whom the Tantrics
worshiped (Lorne, 2000). Rastas also maintain a “livity”, or way of life, which is very
similar if not the same as Sadhana. One is said to be trodding the livity, meaning that as a
Rasta internal power and understanding unfolds over time as “one makes the road by
walking”.
Rastafari has given me strength to stand as a lioness for my own freedom and my
own physical, spiritual, and emotional healing and to nurture that same healing in others.
This is carried out through the social justice of teaching, sharing, and empowering overworked, over-partied, over-fed, and under-fed young adults as they seek to learn new
truths about history, religion, and their bodies. Sometimes, I am blessed with the
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opportunity to see total transformation in my students as they chart new territories for
their own liberation. I know the voyage is never easy or as simple as it might appear to
me, however, but I encourage them to live their best, most authentic lives. This study is
an attempt to highlight my elders, Black women, who have started this work long before
me. Although their paths of Yoga, Yoruba, and even Christianity may have been
different from mine, the journey is similar, as is the goal of positively impacting our
communities.
Portraits of Three Black Women Mind, Body, Spirit Leaders and Teachers
Introduction
The rest of this chapter presents the portraits of three Black women who are mind,
body, spirit leaders and teachers. The research therein attempts to extend the research on
Black women’s development and learning to include holistic leaders of Yoruba, Yoga,
and Christian communities by focusing on the physical, mental, and spiritual journeys
that led them to their practices. The intent of this study is to present the authentic voices
of these women in their own words, which are set off in italics. Portraiture methodology
was used because of its focus on voice-centered analysis, allowing participants to voice
their own truths and realities, reflecting the values of Transformative and Africana
Womanist epistemologies.
Each participant’s portrait begins with a brief introduction, followed by each
participant’s personal history.

Gaia Budhai
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Gaia embodies both the nurturing and transformative sides of divine mother energy
- David Newman (Durga Das)
Intro
Gaia was born and raised in Jamaica and has lived in Miami for the past 30 years.
At 18, Gaia began her journey into Raja Yoga meditation, a classical style of yoga
dedicated to liberation of the mind. Shortly thereafter, she began the practice of uplifting
others and now considers herself an emotional and spiritual health coach. Gaia is a leader
of yoga in South Florida and is credited with bringing yoga to Miami Beach with the
founding of the renowned Synergy Yoga Studio in the early 1980s. She also founded and
directed the much-respected Synergy Teacher Training Program. Currently, Gaia hosts a
series of yoga retreats that she calls “transformational work”, which includes trance
dance, breath work, and emotional body release work. Gaia has been featured in
numerous articles including the Miami Herald and Travel and Leisure magazine.
When I first spoke to Gaia on the phone to discuss the study more in depth, my
first impression of her was that she is extremely passionate. Her graceful and velvety
Jamaican accent and cadence was peppered with her keen sense of curiosity. Gaia has a
personality that is both sweet and serious. On the one hand, she had to suss me out in
traditional Jamaican fashion to determine what I wanted with her, to know who I was and
what I was about. This ritual of social astuteness involves gathering lots of information
in conjunction with intuition to determine the truth of a situation and a person. In the
next breath, however, she wondered if her story was worthy to be included in the study
asking, “Do you really think my story would be interesting enough for your research?”
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Knowing that I am married to a Jamaican because of my last name (Surnames in
Jamaica are markers of class and belonging), she spoke to me candidly in Patois on
occasion to get her point across. We spoke of Jamaica and Miami, being a Jamaican in
Miami, Jamaican culture—the food, the music, the vibrant and proud, and people, the
vibe of a tiny island so immense with complexity. It became clear to me during our
initial conversation that although Gaia had lived here in Miami well over 30 years, she is
a staunch born Jamaican, meaning she is Jamaican through and through—her heart
belongs there, but her body and her work are here. Well before she even spoke those
words, I could hear the longing in her voice to be home. At the time that we spoke, she
would be leaving for Jamaica soon to spend a month there as she often does. She is a
multifaceted individual and because of my relationship with Jamaica, I knew I wanted to
work with her. She was perfect. Before I knew it, she was telling me all about her
mother and her spiritual upbringing. We talked for an hour before the formal interview.
She was ready to share her story.
Our meetings took place on Miami’s South Beach at the studio she has become
famous for, Synergy. At the time of our meeting, I was very pregnant and the sun was
extremely hot. As I drove around Synergy looking for a nearby parking space, a woman
on a bicycle appeared before me. I knew it was Gaia. She was brown skinned, with
wispily, graying curly hair loosely pulled back in a ponytail. On her petite, svelte frame,
she wore a pale yellow tunic with blue jeans that were faded and fitted. This had to be
her. Synergy is located on a cobble stone road, tucked away from Miami’s hot sands, art
deco hotels, clubs, and bikini boutiques. Vibrant multicolored prayer flags wave above
the studio, which is housed in a brick building, seated next to an authentic Italian
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restaurant. I felt very peaceful. When I walked inside, it had an aura of refuge, with rich
wood paneling, floors and stairs, and glass doors—the space was very calm and still. A
sea of shoes was stationed to the side of the entrance, denoting the reverence with which
one should enter. As I looked around, Gaia greeted me with open arms and a bright smile
right away. At 5’9 and with 20 extra pounds of baby weight, I felt very large and
awkward next to her tiny, lithe frame, but Gaia led me upstairs with great care, concerned
about me and my unborn child, to a quiet room and prepared some pillows for me to sit
with comfort.
Right away, she was excited, beaming really. I asked her about her religious
background growing up and she explained that her father was an Indo-Cuban who came
from a Catholic background, and her mother (who was black-Jamaican) converted when
they married. Gaia was therefore raised Catholic and even attended Catholic school. She
described the religious upbringing of her youth as having both a positive and negative
influence:
When we were young, the church was a big impression for me—going to church,
going to Sunday school, learning, you know, studying the Bible and, you know,
the whole Catholic thing—I don’t even remember much detail, to tell you the
truth, Hail Mary; but what I do remember, it was pretty like intense as far as right
and wrong, you know, good and evil. You better shape up or you’re gonna be
down in—you know . . .Right now, [however], going back I could see the first
few years was positive in that I was with other people and other families doing the
same thing. It gave me access to my young mind evolving and thinking about life
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and God and what does that mean. So in that sense it was the first opening that I
had involving giving that something a name whether it was Jesus or whatever . . .
Soon, though, despite any positive influence, both Gaia and her mother became
disillusioned by the Catholic Church. She remembered that at some point the Church’s
philosophies no longer worked for her nor her mother and around her mid to late teens
the family stopped going to church altogether.
Leading them in a new direction, Gaia’s mother, Blossom—who was by now a
single parent—began meditating and thinking about Eastern philosophy when Gaia was
in her late teens. She remembered that her mother was incredibly open minded and
progressive:
You have to remember even though we weren’t going to church on a regular basis
. . .she was very open and had [an] open-mind about many other religious views
and things and music and art and, you know, so I had a little bit of that. The
books that we were reading that would be on the coffee table. Like at one point
we had The Little Red Book [also known as Quotations from Mao] on our coffee
table. . . She was also . . .very political so we were political you know, the politics
was important and somehow when you’re growing up and you’re not in a family
that’s really religious but they’re political . . . politics almost becomes like your
religion sort of . . .you know how it is . . .
Gaia began to refer to the politics in Jamaica and how many people of the island are very
entrenched in what is happening politically. Election time in Jamaica, for instance, often
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becomes an extremely dangerous time, even now, as many of “the ghetto youth” will
actually use gun violence to “help” their party win an election.
Gaia’s mother was not just interested in politics, but involved as a member of the
People’s National Party (PNP), which she describes as a democratic socialist party at the
time, led by former Prime Minister, Michael Manley. Her mother was a campaign
director during the ’72 election, for a member of parliament and Gaia remembers going
to PNP meetings. Although, there was much controversy regarding Manley’s politics by
educated Jamaicans in the upper echelons of society, and certainly Middle Class
Jamaicans, such as Gaia’s family, she remembers this time as a positive experience
because the party and the politics taught her that if we are educated . . .we have social
responsibility to others.
Her mother’s politics and open-mindedness allowed the family to explore
different religious options. Gaia’s brother was becoming involved in the Rastafari
movement5 and her mother became heavily involved in meditation through a guru from
India, Prem Rawat, known as Guru Maharaji. At the time, this was considered counter
culture because there were only two spiritual routes in Jamaica—Christianity and
Rastafari(anism) as Gaia explains it:
In Jamaica at that time, that was like a big no-no. That was like blasphemous,
you know. That was like joining a cult, and so I was kind of interested to know
what that was and so I told my sister. My brother was living in Kingston and
boarding away at school and he got involved in Rastafari in Kingston and he’d
come home on weekends and we would be talking about Prem so there was a bit
5

Rastafari is Pan-African and spiritual movement that began in Jamaica circa 1930.
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of conflict in the household somewhat. But eventually my mother got involved
and then after a year of practicing she felt that this was something so she offered it
to us. . . My brother was not interested. He wanted to be a Rasta.
Gaia says she is almost certain she would have become Rasta if she did not find Raja
meditation because they were so conscious in their eating and in their words and there
was no other alternative for seeking and searching outside of Christianity. Due to her
mother’s guidance, however, she turned to meditation at age 18. They practiced what she
called Raja Yoga. Raja Yoga, she explained, has eight limbs and primarily involves
training the body through the mind first. Gaia explained to me that she was not
practicing any of the Asanas, or postures—what most of us in the West know as Yoga.
She was mainly practicing Yamas (abstinence for those who are unmarried, non-violence,
abstaining from greed, truthfulness), Niyamas (cleanliness in body and mind,
contentment, study of scriptures, sobriety, surrender to God), Pranayamas (practice of
breathing), Dhana (first step to meditation as in meditating on an object), and Dyana
(deep meditation), which are all related to breathing, self-restraint, concentration, and
meditation—not yoga poses.
Practicing Raja yoga also taught her and her mother to think about the body
differently from what they were taught, which was that the body is to be adorned. She
learned in meditation that the body was just a vehicle for this practice, that what she had
been searching for externally via God in the heavens was within . . . on the inside. Her
meditation practice taught her that she was not [her] body, and that there is no attachment
to the body and spending hours on your hair. Gaia and her mother also became
vegetarians at that time and practiced natural health. Like many older Jamaicans in the
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country, her mother had known about natural foods, foods as medicine and healing.
What they learned in the Ashram reiterated what her mother had already known and
taught them about the effects of meat on the colon. She says, she did not have a deep
connection to mind, body, and spirit at the time, but she knew that she and her mother
focused on natural health and feeding the body good foods, as well as taking an oath to do
no harm, which meant not killing animals for consumption. In addition to being
vegetarian, Gaia also took a vow of celibacy, which she claims was a natural progression
of meditation, emphasizing that an ashram is a sacred place where you live in pureness;
sex is not part of it.
Gaia recalls her initiation into her meditation lifestyle as a very intimate,
enlightening, and empowering period in her life. She decided to dedicate herself to the
practice of meditation thoroughly and lived as a monk in the Ashram for five years
starting at age 19, even wearing a wedding band to signify her marriage to God. That
discipline of the Ashram lifestyle, Gaia recalls, made her feel empowered because she
had found her purpose at a young age:
That’s it I thought. I’m not going to college. I don’t want anything. I want to
meditate. Within six months or a year, that’s it. I’m marrying God. That’s my
husband, and within a year I was living in the Ashram.
At the Ashram, Gaia maintained an exceptionally disciplined life. While living and
working there she also worked outside the Ashram teaching at a school for children she
described as handicapped at the Hopeland Experimental School near the Mona campus of
the University of the West Indies (UWI). She remembered:
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The Ashram lifestyle was very strict, you know. You get up at . . . like 4:30,
meditating, do your thing, go to work, come home. We had a housemother who
prepared everything; you didn’t have to cook. And then you know we had staff
time [to maintain the Ashram] in which you go to a gathering every single night,
seven days a week, not one night off. And then after staff time you meditate and
then you were . . . off you go to bed. So, but outside of that, when I would go to
teach . . . my friends would go to lunch, we’d hang out . . .
Gaia explained that during this time, although she felt different from some of her
family and community members, because of her lifestyle at such a young age, she did not
feel isolated because of the nature of Jamaican culture. Gaia gives details to this duality
here:
You still belong to your family, everybody does everything that they do, but you
do your meditation. So we were still very fine Jamaican society with everything,
living our regular life. Living in the Ashram was a little isolating, little bit,
because it’s a lifestyle—you don’t drink, you don’t smoke, you don’t eat meat.
Soon, Gaia noticed that she could apply her practice of discipline and meditation that she
was learning to her life outside of the Ashram, no matter how mundane the task. As an
example, she explained that while teaching she would practice meditating on the bus to
work. Here she explains the conditions on the bus ride in Jamaica:
It’s like sardines in a can. You can’t get a seat and you’re holding on and I loved
it. I don’t know what I was thinking. In fact, I looked forward to it because I
actually enjoy meditation standing up in a bus having people coughing, singing,
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all kinds of stuff going to school. One stop, drive on; one stop, and coming off,
getting on. I so enjoyed closing my eyes and meditating; opening my eyes and
looking at the world from inside out, you know, it was great practice for me.
Gaia felt so good about her practice that she decided to follow her guru as he
travelled the world. At this time, her girlfriends were attending UWI, and did really well.
Many of them got married or went off to get their master’s. Some went to college in
America and all over the world. Gaia had a different agenda for her life. She claimed:
I never did any of that. I wasn’t interested. I just wanted to meditate and live the
Ashram lifestyle and see my guru when I could. So I would travel all around the
world to see him. As long as I had the money, because he was giving a program,
by that time I was going to Europe like at least once a year and to America twice a
year if I had the money. And once when I inherited some money and I used all of
it to go see him and bought tickets for other people. So because it was just so
satisfying and he was just such a wonderful teacher and it was my life, you know,
transformed. At 18 years old I was a different person.
I asked Gaia to tell me what she meant by being transformed and what she needed to be
transformed from. She explained that she did not need to transform, but meditation
transformed her way of thinking that she would not have to conform to society’s norms
Actually, I didn’t feel like I needed to transform. I just practiced the meditation
and it—through this practice—I was inspired to live this life. That life. I had no
inspiration to go to college and get a degree and get a 9 to 5 job or work for
anybody. That was a big fat N-O.
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What mattered for Gaia was following her passion and not having to agree with what
others thought she should or could be. She attributes her freedom now to those early
days of meditation and getting attuned to her needs. She also admits that this new way of
thinking was unusual for someone her age, but attributes some of it to the changing
political climate and the shift in consciousness regarding religion as was evident around
her by the Rastafarians who were becoming more and more visible and less ostracized by
Jamaican society.
Yet, living in the Ashram did not inspire Gaia to be the renowned yoga teacher
that she is today, either, at least not directly:
I didn’t even think about Yoga. I didn’t even think that what I was doing was
Yoga. I thought I was just meditating and living a lifestyle. So I just figured that
my life made a, I would say a 360 degree turn because . . .[initially] I really
wanted to follow in the footsteps of friends and my family. My grandfather was a
very well-known educated Jamaican. He founded Tutorial College which is
where all the . . . very highly learned men of Jamaica like [Neville Anderson] . . .
went.
For Gaia, however, the calling at that time was living an authentic life, not necessarily
being formally educated or a trained yoga instructor. In fact, it would be another 10 years
before she would take teacher training courses to be a Yoga instructor.
By living an authentic life, Gaia was following in her mother’s footsteps once
again. Several times during the interview, she said that her mother, Blossom, followed
her heart and married the father of her children and became a housewife instead of
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pursuing an education and career as expected by her family. She also cooked and baked
and was a vegetarian. In fact, she would later become the founder of the Jamaican
Vegetarian Society, which she used as a platform to educate Jamaican people about
eating healthy, vegetarian, organic foods. Blossom’s lifestyle inspired Gaia to make her
own choices.. Gaia was very clear that like her mother she did not want to be educated in
the traditional fashion and therefore chose a different path to learning.
Instead of going to college or even being trained in Yoga as we think of yoga
teacher training courses today, Gaia received her education through her meditation
practices. She remembers:
Okay, so when I received the knowledge, which we talked about before, it really
means—it’s not book knowledge and information—it’s knowledge of yourself,
the true knowledge, knowledge of self . . . So when I received the knowledge and
I started meditating things from the very first day, the moment I shut my eyes and
went inside, I was like “What!” So I opened my eyes to make sure what I’m
seeing inside is happening, open my eyes again I’m in my room, okay.
Gaia also claims that she was not learning as a means to an end. She explained to
me that she did not think of her education in linear terms that way. Here she explains
further:
You see it’s not in that mentality of you start here and then you go to the
next level and … You go to school, you grow up you go to the next school, then
you have finish up, then you go to college, you get married . . .Okay, so I felt like
that was stripped away from me. That He had stripped that away. He, the guru
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didn’t do that. There’s nothing in what he’s teaching that says you have to do
that. The practice, it’s what opened up my reality to what it is I really want. And
I don’t want to go to college and I’m not interested in getting a degree, you know,
and I don’t care if I make enough money in this lifetime . . . the money I made,
you know, paid the rent and bought me food. I didn’t need more than that; and
whatever was left over, I gave it to the foundation. Right? To the guru, to the
foundation. . . . I was very, very happy. I would say I was probably the happiest,
in terms of the pureness of it, in my whole life when I look back now. And yet I
had friends my age they were studying, getting degrees, getting Ph.D.s. One of
my best friends after she got her master’s, she ended up working for the
government in Belgium, the embassy there. She’s one of my best friends. I
actually went to Europe and visited her; and she’s got like an amazing apartment
and she would make a lot of money, traveling, you know, and I got to go there
and stay . . . but I traveled all over Europe and I didn’t have any money. So I
know that these things can be done. . .
Gaia traveled the world following her Guru. He came to South Florida several times,
where she also followed him and after five years, she decided to stay in Miami at age 24.
There she met Alec Rubin, founder of Theatre Within, who invited her to take a
class with him. Gaia says it was in Rubin’s class that she learned to do deep
psychological work in the form of theatre. Gaia says this is when she really made the
mind, body, spirit connection by removing habitual habits. She remembered:
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I use to cross my legs at the ankles and now you can’t get me to cross at the
ankles. Certain psychological and physiological patterns are not who you are,
they are things that you learned; some of them are bad habits. [That work] taught
me to see through people, just by watching their breath, and body language, what
they do with their hands. . .
Gaia became more interested in working with the body, as she gained a deeper
appreciation for it. The work she did with Alec Rubin, she recalls, was all about the
body, which is the opposite of what she had learned in the Ashram where she learned to
leave the body [through meditation] as it can be a hindrance to peace and light and
harmony. She also left the ashram and stopped being celibate around this time after
meeting her husband, a lifeguard she met on Miami’s South Beach.
During her marriage of 11 years, Gaia continued to practice meditation and
attended massage school at Educating Hands in Miami, while she worked in a vegetarian
raw food restaurant as a chef, the only one of its kind in those days. After she finished her
training, she began to work at the world famous Fontainebleau as a masseuse. She recalls
that this was a happy time in [her] life. Those days, she would work for six months,
save her money and take vacation for six months, traveling around the world and of
course going back home to Jamaica. Despite having a good experience during her
marriage, the relationship dissolved and shortly thereafter Gaia was approached by a
friend to open a yoga studio.
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Now in her 30s, Gaia was practicing yoga with this same friend on the beach, but
was not a yoga instructor at the time, but she had many connections in the community
and saw herself as a leader, much like her mother did before her:
Like my mother is in a community kind of resource, build your community,
friends, and always one step ahead alternatively that was my mantra I realized to
get far in life. Always one step ahead. So the books I was reading, the things I
was doing, the people [would say] “What are you talking about?” So they came
and they were, you know, nurtured by this and opening up their minds.
By “this”, she meant her studies. Gaia began teaching the people in the community what
she was teaching herself, such as transdance, a moving meditation expressed in freeform
dance. She would host a potluck and poetry readings with drumming in her apartment on
the beach and use the gathering as an opportunity to teach:
I got into healing work long before people were doing transdance. I got into
transdance work. I was really interested in Shamanism . . . women’s studies . . .
women’s spirituality. . . So when I met the woman with the Yoga thing [the one
who wanted to open the studio], I already did transdance and I was doing these
things in my house.
When the studio opened, Gaia and her partner struggled to keep it going and after eight
months, it closed. She felt so passionately about it, however, that she went around to
other people in the community to get other investors to reopen the studio, and she was
successful. However, she still was not teaching yoga at this time. Instead, Gaia took
classes on Emotional Release Body Work and began working with clients that would
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come into the studio. Emotional Release Body Work is a shamanistic healing service that
claims to help clients release blocked emotions, such as anxiety, fear, anger, and so forth.
This is achieved when the shaman touches certain points in the body to release tension
that is believed to be held in the nervous system.
It was not until a yoga teacher did not show up to a class that Gaia finally began
to teach yoga. Before, she was operating as the business manager and doing massage
therapy and Emotional Release Work. On this day, however, she was forced to teach, as
students were in attendance and had already paid for their session. She remembered:
They were in the classroom waiting, about 13 people; and in those days 13 people
was . . . unheard of. It was like a packed class. So I went in the room and I told
them. I said, “She hasn’t called. I have no idea. I’ve been trying to reach her.
I’m happy to just give you your money back.” And I said, “Also, I don’t really
teach Yoga. I’ve been practicing and . . . since you’re here I can, I’d be happy to .
. . teach you something and then I’ll give you your money back at the end . . .”
Gaia taught the class:
. . . but mi neva know what I was doing. I just tried to remember what I learned
in class, you know, inhale your arms up, exhale your hands down, touch the floor
. . . inhale, take your legs back. . . And these were like really smart practitioners.
They were regulars. Anyway, so at the end of the class, you know, they came
around as promised and nobody took their money. They said, “No, no, no, you
keep it.” That was good. And then . . . I thought, I don’t want to be in that
situation anymore. I have to become a teacher because that’s crazy . . .
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The possibility of a teacher not showing up for class weighed heavily on her, as she was
dependent on them to teach all of the yoga classes.
Gaia, however, was not even certified or trained to teach and she could not leave
her business to go and train in New York or California, as she was the head cook and
bottle washer so she got creative. She realized that she could create her own teacher
training course in her studio, so that her teachers who worked for her could train her and
from that, she developed her own teacher training course, which is well known today.
So what I did I found out about everything with teacher training known to man.
In America, I checked them out. What they do, this and that and I thought well
we could do one. So there was a guy teaching here at the time, Paul, he was one
of the top teachers and I told him I said, “Look, you know, I think I could [do
this] put it together. He even said that he wouldn’t do it, but I needed help.
Somebody to do it with me . . . so I got the teachers, I created it, I put the whole
thing together, the Trinity Teacher Training . . .
Like many yoga instructors, as time went on, Gaia also wanted to attend yoga
conferences, but the major conferences did not come to Miami at the time. Just as before,
she could not leave the studio to train and keep studying, so Gaia decided to start
bringing conferences to Miami:
I went to the head of Omega and I said, "Listen”—by now they were doing these
weekend programs. They did them like one in New York, one somewhere in
[northern] Florida, and one like somewhere in upstate New York . . . and a
Midwest one. So I said, “Listen have you ever thought of doing one of these
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programs here in Florida because a lot of Floridians—thousands of them—if you
check your statistics you’ll see a lot of Floridians sign up there.” In my little
world, I knew a lot of people who go to Omega. It was a big deal. You have to
plan your whole year; but, you know, every year you can’t go to this stuff. It’s
not cheap. You have to stay there, pay for the hotel, your food, and you have to
fly there. So he said, “You know we’re very interested in something like that.”
He said so . . . “Why don’t you put together a proposal and…” So I said, I said,
“Well, what I would love to do is, my proposal is that we do one of these
weekends that we do. It’s like Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. You bring in all the
top people and people from all over the world.”
Sure enough, they did, and Gaia sponsored the conference for three years until it began to
expand on its own.
These days, Gaia does not teach in the studio on a regular basis. She sold it
several years ago and now devotes her time to teacher trainings and national and
international conferences. Her work involves opening the heart emotionally and
spiritually on the mat.

Yeyefini Efunbolade
The aspect I admire the most is her determination to continue to learn and
teach those who are willing to open up their Spirit and receive
- Omi Tinubu Mompoint, Priestess of Yemonja
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Intro
Yeyefini Efunbodale is a Queen Mother Priestess, dynamic speaker, life coach,
cultural consultant, author, and lecturer. She was ordained in 1971 as an Ifa (Yoruba)
priestess/shaman and is a master trainer to African Spiritual Life Coaches internationally.
She has created several programs and workshops on healing and wellness and is the
author of Meaningful Mondays: Maintaining Balance through the Season with Prayers,
Baths and Healthful Living (Efunbolade, 2010). Yeyefini also reaches her audience
through her International Institute for Afrikan Studies and Knowledge, which has a wide
social media network on Facebook, YouTube, and her radio program, Latina African.
Over the past 40 years, she has initiated and trained over 100 godchildren to the
priesthood.
To discuss her possible participation in this study, Yeyefini and I agreed to
convene in a park in Hollywood, Florida about a half hour north of Miami. She is well
known throughout the community, so I was extremely excited that she was willing to
speak to me, but nervous about whether she would have the time to complete the study.
We met in the parking lot across the street from the Arts Park on a Wednesday early
evening. Yeyefini looked royal in a purple dress and shawl. Her hair was not wrapped in
beautiful African fabric as I had seen it before in pictures; today she wore her hair
uncovered. She sported tiny dreadlocks in a short, asymmetrical cut with the back and
sides shaved close to her head. It was edgy, and very stylish. She greeted me with a hug,
and stopped the traffic so that I could walk safely across the street. We chatted about the
baby that would soon arrive and she told me stories of her children and grandchildren.
When we entered the park, we found a place to sit and she agreed whole-heartedly to do
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the study and presented me with her book, Meaningful Mondays, as a present and a token
of her commitment. We set the dates for our first meeting the following Sunday.
That Sunday, I drove to one of her sites where she does Yoruba spiritual readings,
a ritual of interpreting cowry shells to determine various types of guidance for an
individual, be it familial, professional, or otherwise. This particular site was in an
Ayurvedic wellness center. A lovely brown-skinned couple was leaving as I entered.
The young man wore shoulder length dreadlocks and the young woman wore a short,
natural cropped cut. They seemed pleased and content with their time spent with
Yeyefini. As I entered, Yeyefini gave me a hug and we got started right away. On our
next visit she was engaged in a 21-day fast, but was still working like always. I brought
some hot herbal tea to sooth her and she was very grateful. We talked about the baby
some more and Yeyefini instructed me to play drums for my baby, as he was extremely
active in the womb. In these accounts, I sometimes refer to her as simply Yeye, which
means “great mother”.
Yeyefini was born Rhona Mercedes Roach in Panama on August 3, 1947. Her
maternal grandparents were from Jamaica and her paternal grandparents were from
Barbados.6 She was christened in the Anglican Church, but raised in the Church of God,
not to be confused with the Church of God in Christ. Yeye remembered the services of
her youth as very boring and that her interest at the time was to attend Catholic services
because it seemed more colorful and exciting. She remembers her early spiritual
upbringing:
6

Many Afro-Caribbean people immigrated to Panama looking for work in The Canal Zone. There, West
Indians worked on the Panama Canal, the Panama Railroad, French and American Canals, United Fruit
Company Railroad, and Third Locks Project. Most came with the intention of returning to their home
countries, but never did (Whitten & Torres, 1998).
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. . . I loved the Catholic Church because I liked the incense and I liked the rituals
that go in with Latin and all of that. Panama was very colorful and the first
communion it was very, very much about ritual. Well, I was not allowed to go to
Catholic Church. So whenever on Sunday they used to have children’s
Christenings [at the Catholic church], I used to go and hang out outside . . . in
Panama the godfather of the child that’s being Christened, has to throw out candy
and money; and all the little children in the neighborhood we would get money.
So it was like a treat for us. But I was raised in the Church of God church.
Yeye’s mother believed that the Catholic Church is not really . . . Christianity.
Nevertheless, Yeye was never baptized in the Church of God because she says it
didn’t connect with [her]. Here she explains in more detail, that in her teens, like Gaia,
she became even more r her resistant:
It was kind of like every Sunday I would hear how bad we were and that just
turned me off even as a child; and then so when I got to be 15, I told my mom I
didn’t want to celebrate Christmas anymore because I realized that this man that
we are worshiping doesn’t look like this [pointing to her arm to indicate skin
color]. And so I said this doesn’t compute in my head so they were very upset so
they started having prayer meetings and things in the church because they thought
I was possessed by the devil . . .
She also became disillusioned by the messages she was receiving and the
behavior that she saw amongst the church’s youth and adults. She recalls:
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As a child, one of the things also that turned me off is that when they used to have
the alter calls . . . [and] all the young people would go up to the thing, kneel
down. . . and cry. And I’m like what’s going on . . . this doesn’t make any sense.
And so one of the things also is that I was always a very precocious kind of child.
I was into everything and so at the church picnics that they would have I would
see the teenagers doing things that I know they weren’t supposed to be doing. I
didn’t know the full essence of it, but putting your hands under the skirts and
feeling up on the titties and that. That to me, that’s not right. That’s how it didn’t
feel good to me in my head. So that just turned me off . . . and the people in the
church didn’t like me because I was like the kind of child that when they started
having the alter call I would take somebody’s baby and tell them I was going
outside to shake the baby. They would come outside and I’m climbing in
somebody’s mango tree . . . I was not your normal little girl. So they didn’t like
me so they used to say all kinds of stuff, “You’re not going to grow up to be
anything.” You know, so I was like “Yeah, whatever.” You know, you’re
damned if you do and you’re damned if you don’t so at that point you say, “You
know what, I’m going to do me.”
Yeyefini’s initial opposition to the church would last well into her adult years and set the
stage for her future as an African Priestess.
During her youth, Yeye’s parents divorced and her mother left Panama for New
York in the Bedford Stuyvesant, Brooklyn neighborhood, in order to make a better way
for her children. This was a trying time in Yeye’s life and she remembers that it brought
her deeper into her own spirituality:
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My mom came first and she came to work to try to get a house and a place for us
to live and that. So she came as a housekeeper and she worked, and in two years,
she sent for us. So when she left . . . it was traumatic for me. But that’s how I got
into spirituality . . .
Yeyefini was left in the care of a neighbor, Sister Daisy, who she described as a
mean woman. Yeye felt oppressed by her and wanted to escape. She recalls that her
encounters with Sister Daisy even got abusive and violent. Sister Daisy who was of
Caribbean descent was trying to teach little Yeye how to memorize a Bible scripture in
English, but Yeye could not read English at the time. Although her roots were in the
Caribbean, Yeye was born in a Spanish speaking county, lived in a Spanish neighborhood
and attended a Spanish school. Sister Daisy became frustrated with the process and hit
Yeye in the face:
. . . and I slapped her back. Because I’m like, she’s slapping me because I can’t
speak English. We didn’t read English so she couldn’t make that adjustment, and
she wanted me to be what she wanted me to be. She didn’t have any kids. She
was just a mean spinster. Just mean. And so she slapped me and I slapped her
back . . . I wrote my mother and told my mother if she didn’t send for me I was
going to kill myself. I didn’t realize how hard my mother was working here [in
the U.S.] by herself. She was doing some of everything; then finally when we
came [to the U.S], I was like [ugh] I used to cry every night.
Yeye felt as though her personality did not fit in with Sister Daisy and her church, and
that Sister Daisy wanted to stifle who she was. Yeyefini was an extrovert who had it
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going on in her neighborhood and who saw herself as the little leader. She liked to have
fun and show the neighborhood kids where the best mangos [were]. Sister Daisy had
other plans for her:
. . . It was just church, church, church, breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Every day we
went to church and I was like “Oh, this is not working.” That’s what made me
fall out of love with Jesus.
Yeye remembers having this consciousness at an early age and she was drawn to another
church despite her guardian’s attempts to force her otherwise. Here is a negative
“othermother?”
Sister Daisy lived next door to an Afro-Caribbean Benjanite Church.7 That
church and the people in it resonated with Yeyefini in a way that no other spiritual
experience had-in [her] mind, [her] body and in [her] spirit. The foods they ate, their
rituals of using fresh flowers and Florida Water,8 the way they dressed in long colorful
robes and head ties and treated one another affected Yeye and appealed to all of her
senses. She recollected:
And it used to be (humming sounds to show what she heard) and that was so
wonderful . . . That made sense to me. So when I look back at my life, I realize
that God has always mapped out what I was supposed to do. God in His wisdom
made sure that I was at the place that made sense to my spirit. And I was exposed
to it—my mother had to leave—and then I go to this lady that was so mean to me
7

The Benjanite Church gets its name from the Bedwardite, an Afro-Christian revival group founded in
Jamaica at the beginning of the twentieth Century. It is also referred to as “Jump-up” or “Jumpy Jumpy”,
as the services often include testifying, shouting, shaking and “catching spirits”. These services are usually
led by a woman referred to as The Mother and conclude with a feast (Whitten & Torres, 1998).
8
Cologne used in the Caribbean like holy water for cleansing, protection and good luck.
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and had to find solace in it and what I felt was I could escape to this place of just
feeling the music and connecting to the smells and that kind of thing. And that
sense . . . I didn’t know whether it was religious. I just knew that something that
those people did that they looked like they were happy and they were never mean
to me.
The leader of the church was also a woman who was highly respected and she showed
affection to young Yeye, which impressed her. At the time, Yeye did not understand that
the church’s origins were African as she does now, but she understands that because it
was African it resonated with her then.
Eventually, Yeye’s mother sent for her to join her in Brooklyn during the height
of the Civil Rights Era in 1961. There, in her mid-teens, she started to go to the
Shamburg Library to read about African religion and culture after a high school field trip
to the New York World’s fair.9 There was an exposition on Africa that included
drumming, dancing, attire, food, and so forth. She experienced another spiritual
awakening when during the drumming she became possessed . . [.she] was shaking and
could not stop. One of the drummers came up to her and said “You’re feeling the spirit
of your ancestors.” Yeye recalls that her mother, her teacher, and her peers were not
impressed. She also does not recall connecting this feeling to any mind, body, spirit
experience or as she puts it, “I didn’t connect it to anything because it is not cool and
everybody is looking at me and it needs to stop.” Nonetheless, she wanted to find out
more.

9

This would be the nation’s largest world’s fair held in New York in 1964.
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She also started to connect more with the struggle for Civil Rights in America
after that trip and wanted to learn as much as she could about Blacks in the West, their
oppression, and their connection to Africa. The culture around her was supporting those
ideas as she recalled the music of James Brown, “I’m Black and I’m Proud”. In 1963,
Yeye wanted to join the march in Washington led by Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, but
her mother would not allow it:
She said, “You’re not an American. You’re Panamanian and here to get a good
education. Don’t get involved with those people.” Those people meaning
“Americans.” So I got involved with all of that, with Martin Luther King’s
speeches and, you know, Malcolm X. All of those things were ringing in my ear,
you know, we were talking about that. So that’s how I got involved in knowing
about African religion; and then I would read anything on Africa, everything on
Africa just opened up.
Yeye’s mother was not as open-minded. She had taken a great deal of risk leaving her
home country and she had a vision for Yeye that she wanted upheld. But her mother’s
resistance to Yeye’s curiosity seemed to make Yeye more curious.
Yeye’s consciousness to African culture and the oppression of Blacks in the West
began to coincide with her spiritual awakening and at the age of 16, she decided to no
longer celebrate Christmas with her family anymore:
It was Christmas coming up and I said, “I don’t want any Christmas presents.”
And as a child, I was always one of those kind of people that said, “What you
gonna give me for Christmas?” You know, I wanted my goodies. But by then I
was just tormented with the concept that this is not right, I mean, we’re not
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supposed to be doing it like that and then I started to . . . have questions but the
questions weren’t answered ‘cause when we came [to the U.S] we found another
Church of God with another mean lady and she was the pastor. Another mean
lady and I would ask questions, and they’d tell me that you don’t question God. I
would ask questions like . . . “How come Jesus didn’t get married?” . . . and my
biggest question that was not answered and was really freaking me out was when
I asked them, “Why is it that—God made everybody on Earth—why would he
make the devil have as much power as Him?” And we spent so much time talking
about the devil on Sunday that, you know, it’s hard for you to believe that it
exists. So those are the kinds of things that I would question, and they just felt
like I was possessed by the devil. Because I was asking questions that they
weren’t ready to [answer]. And so by then at Christmas, I’ll never forget, I said,
“I don’t do Christmas anymore.”
Yeye remembers that her mother was very upset and perhaps did not believe that she was
serious. She bought gifts for Yeyefini anyway, wrapped them and put them under the
Christmas tree. The gifts sat under the tree for a long time unopened until, her family
finally gave up. Yeye recalls that her entire family was upset but she was steadfast in her
defiance:
Well by the time I got to America and I realized that black people, African
people, had a culture that we weren’t just some chombo [Panamanian derogatory
term, as in ‘nigger’] in Panama that didn’t matter. I was like Woo! I don’t even
remember what happened to the presents, but that was the end of the present
thing. I just stopped doing Jesus after that.
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These disagreements with her family would shape the direction of her life. As Yeyefini
refused to practice any form of Christianity, she remembers feeling very disconnected
from her family. However, she was not participating in any organized religion because
she did not know what to practice; she just knew that she did not want to be a Christian.
This coupled with the oppression of Black Americans and her family’s struggles to
assimilate as Afro-Latinos was a stressor for Yeye and affected her studies. She recalls
this time in her life as her family struggled to make it as immigrants:
I very much felt lost. I felt disconnected from my family. I felt disconnected
from everybody because nobody understood me. I didn’t understand them, and
I’m trying to be an American. I’m trying to break my accent. I’m trying not to be
a Latina. I’m … it’s so much going on. My mother can’t afford to buy the latest
clothes because when you come from Panama you just trying to survive. It was
so much stuff going on in my head. So much going on that—my studies just
suffered because I’ve always been the type of person that I want to know what’s
behind what it is that’s going on—more so than “Okay I’m just going to soak it
in,” and so my grades started suffering and that; and so I had to graduate from
high school six months late.
The patience of Yeye’s mother was wearing thin with her attitude and grades, so Yeye
decided that she must leave:
You know, I said, “You know I’m going to go away to college. I’ve got to get out
of this house.” And that’s why I went to college. I never wanted the college
scene because I never thought I was intelligent enough because my grades were
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so bad ‘cause I’m in the classroom and trying to picture what’s going on in this
teacher’s life. Why is she like that? You know, versus you’re supposed to be on
the [chalk] board. I’m psychologically analyzing this woman and so I really was
insecure of feeling that I wasn’t smart enough for college and that kind of thing . .
.
Yeye says that what she really wanted to do was have children and raise a family, but her
mother thought she was too young to think that way.
While she was away at college at A&T State University in Greensboro, North
Carolina, Yeye seemed to find herself. She was getting involved in the revolution and
her involvement with the political and cultural climate (Black Cultural Nationalists and
Black Studies Movement) coincided with another spiritual spiral of awakening. This new
level of awakening was one that connected her development culturally and intellectually
to her spirituality. Her involvement in the cultural revolution of the late1960s put her in
touch with people who were practicing African religion and spirituality. She
remembered:
Yes, the consciousness of that. Okay, so you’re black, you count, you matter,
you’re a woman . . . All like that, you know, we had all of that. And so then by
the time I went off to school I was like “Oh, this makes sense.” The babies can
wait. I can smoke weed and talk about revolution. Now, this is it. And then I
met The Last Poets10 and they told me where to go and get my first reading . . .
and I went and got my first reading and everything changed. So that’s how it was
like a progression.
10

The Last Poets were a product of the Black Nationalist Movement of the late 60s and 70s, said to be
influential of early hip hop.
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Yeye’s first reading was with Mama Keke, a Yoruba Priestess of Barbadian
descent who reminded Yeye of the Benjanite leader. This reading would impact her
greatly and to this day, some 40 years later, she remembers her reading vividly. Yeye
was told that she would one day marry a King, and that she would travel the world and
teach people:
and I was like mmm, “I don’t like adults. I want to work with children.” And she
said, “No, you will be working with adults and you will be doing all these
fabulous things.” And I said, “I’m an artist. I’m an Art major. I paint and that’s
what I want to do. I want to open a gallery and that kind of thing.” And she said,
“No, that’s not what you’ll do. You’ll marry a king and you’ll have children.”
She read me. I said, “A king? Where’s this?”
Although the reading seemed a bit farfetched, Yeye admits it gave her hope. Despite her
reading, Yeye continued with college as an Art major, but her visits home drew her closer
to Yoruba

Yeye would travel back and forth from college to New York on breaks.

During her breaks back home, Yeye would work at Mama KeKe’s Morembi Bookstore
and at an African-centered Day Care for Queen Mother, Omi Tinubu Mompoint, on
Atlantic Avenue, fulfilling her passion to teach young children art and dance. There she
also met author, Iyanla Vanzant, who later became a Yoruba Priestess:
I knew her from she was 17. She was 16 when I was working there because she
is younger than I am. And so that’s how we got involved and I then turned her on
and the other people that work with me where to go get a reading. Because by
then I had my hook up at Harlem and I would take them to her and get their
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reading and everybody started getting readings and practicing the religion and
everybody in the place started practicing the religion. We were just all one big
Yoruba thing. That’s how we came up.
When A&T refused to allow Black Studies on campus, Yeye dropped out of
school and went back to New York permanently. She also gave away all of her European
clothes and began to wear African garb in the form of head ties and wrapped skirts, and
took on an African name. She let her relaxer grow out and began sporting an Afro
because you don’t want to put chemicals in your body when you are holistic your hair is
your spiritual antennae . . .we couldn’t see grounding ourselves and then going to get our
hair fried. All of this came about as she began taking classes at the Ausar Ausset
Society, a Pan-Africanist organization under the leadership of Ra Un Nefer Amen that
provides classes and workshops on the ancient Egypt or Kemetic spiritual way of life.
There she learned that through the mind, body, and spirit you can connect to your
purpose through workshops on wellness and fasting retreats.
Yeyefini soon became pregnant and had to leave home because her mother would
not allow her to stay in the house unmarried. Yeye was not totally disheartened by her
mother’s decision not to support her at the time, because she was becoming what she
always wanted to be, a mother. She also ties these feelings to being more advanced,
spiritually, than those in positions of authority in her family. Here she recalls her feelings
at the time:
The older people always thought that I was dysfunctional, bad, negative, never
gonna be successful; and now that I’m talking to you I’ve never thought about
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that time, but I think I was just ahead of my time and more connected to spirit
than they were and so they weren’t able to acknowledge it and recognize the
benefit of having me in their space. So in it, it turned out to be a benefit to me
because the spirits were always my friends. That’s what saved me from just
jumping off of a bridge, and so I figured if I have a baby I have somebody that’s
just going to love me with any and everything. He’s just going to love me for
who I am and that’s why I wanted children. So when I had my son, it was like
“hallelujah!” My mother was like “I don’t want anything to do with it.”
Despite her estrangement from her mother and family, she felt connected to the Yoruba
community that embraced her during her pregnancy, and with that, she left. She stayed
with Priestess Omi Tinubu. After she delivered her baby, she and Omi Tinubu drove
down to South Carolina to the newly opened Oyotunji African Village. Yeye had
planned to go to Ghana around this time, but with a new baby, she decided to postpone
that trip. The Oyotunji Village was founded in South Carolina by Oba Efuntola
Osejeiman Adelabu Adefunmi I (Nee Walter Eugene King) in the early 1970sThe village
served as a community for African Americans to experience firsthand African life and
culture by learning agriculture, Yoruba language, and so forth.11
Within days of reaching the village, the King requested Yeye’s hand in marriage
as his second wife. The rule in the village was that after 28 days, a woman had to attach
herself to a family or leave. As is customary, the king sent his first wife to do his
bidding. Yeye was not too keen on the idea, however. She remembers their exchange:

11

The community taught members African philosophy, how to home school their children, and live an
African lifestyle as close to pre-colonial days as they could get.
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So my co-wife came to me and said, “Well, the king says that he would like you
to become part of our family.” I said, “He’s old, he’s ugly, and he’s light
skinned.” All of the criteria that I’m not looking for. And he was a very
handsome man but I was like he’s old, okay? Twenty years older, please! I’m
20 something. This man is old as dirt. You understand?
At the time, Yeye was conflicted about polygamy even though she knew it was a part of
the tradition, however, she agreed to marry the king because she had no other options; her
mother would not take her back. She had less than a month to make a decision and as she
says, Pressure was on, child. Two weeks after she married the king, she was initiated
into the priesthood of Obatala.12
Right away, even as a second wife, she became a leader in the village by the very
nature with which she treated her co-wives. Yeye felt that what they were trying to
create in terms of culture and community was bigger than her own ego, and she kept her
eyes on that larger purpose. When other wives were eventually added to her family,
Yeye embraced them:
I know what it means to come somewhere and don’t have any support. I can’t be
that same person that they did to me. I made sure that when my husband got new
wives, I always made sure that they had a wedding. I didn’t have a wedding. I
said, “You know what, I know how it felt. I’m going to make sure that they…” I
made their dresses; I washed their feet. I did all of that. Not to give myself a
name but to say, “You know what, I love African tradition and I know this is the
culture and I’m going to make it the best that it is so that these sisters will, you
12

Obatala in Yoruba is the creator of human bodies and carries the energy of clarity in judgment.
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know, really embrace it.” Today most of the co-wives, we still speak. There’s
only one thing that we can fight over; it’s this big . . . and the same thing he does
to you, he does to me, he does to everybody else . . . you know, I got to keep this
real because I love the culture. I studied so much before, and I loved it when I
recognized the power, and the strength, and the history of it and the role of
women was just amazing.
Women in Yoruba culture were respected as the culture bearers and Yeye connected with
the idea that she was now an African leader amongst this group. Her strong feelings led
her to believe that being a priestess was her calling. Yeye connects these feelings to her
Yoruba beliefs of incarnation:
I think it’s just about who I am and my incarnation was to do certain work and I
have to believe that. That I was sent on Earth to do a specific job and that I chose
the family that I was in so that I would cling to community and the people who I
help. That’s what I came on Earth to do. Family doesn’t have to be people that
look like you. It has to be people that are there to support you and encourage you
and make you feel good and are there when you’re crying and when you don’t
have and for you to share when you have.
Yeye used those beliefs to spur herself into a position of leadership in the village.
At the village, Yeye learned Yoruba language, as English was forbidden before
noon. Simultaneously, she reconnected with her inner Latina as she taught Spanish in the
public schools and took trips to Cuba to translate Santeria/Yoruba rituals for those who
did not speak Spanish. Her co-wife also taught her how to make clothes, start a fire,
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pump water, and all the things she needed to learn to live in the village. She also took
classes that her husband taught, whom she said is a master at teaching African sociology
because his parents were Garveyites,13 meaning they were followers of Pan-Africanist
leader, Marcus Garvey.14 His Pan-Africanist, Garveyite principles that he learned from
his parents were a reflection of the Yoruba principles of Have your own village, have
your own land. Own something, don’t work for anybody. Create business. These were
principles that Garvey taught, along with having a Black god and refusing to worship the
god of the slave owners (Chevannes, 1994). Like Gaia, Yeye also learned by doing,
through the practice of her work. She remembers:
The way that I learned this religion is . . . on hand. Because that’s the way that it
is, I mean, today people get it on the Internet. But . . . it’s not really learning it’s
just reading and repeating. But that’s the way that I learned. I practiced the
religion every day, every day. Every day I had clients; that’s how you evolve into
counseling. In terms of ritual, the same thing.

Like Gaia, Yeye also had the opportunity to learn the herbs or natural, therapeutic, and
medicinal healing through the use of plants. She was taught in the village through those
who knew the herbs and finally became an herbalist herself. All that she had learned
about the mind, body, and spirit through the Ausar Auset Society she was able to
implement in her community by suggesting certain herbs and rituals for healing.

13
14

Followers of Marcus Garvey
Jamaican national and international leader of the UNIA Movement
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The healings were physical, emotional, spiritual, as Yeye believes that the three
are never separated, as she shares in the introduction from her book Meaningful
Mondays:
Our spiritual and physical energies are so connected that when we feel cranky,
irritable and /or out of sorts, we can immediately recognize that there is something
in the body, mind or Spirit that needs to change and shift. When we eat food that
is laden with toxic ingredients, it causes the body distress. The body signals that
there is a problem and may manifest as constipation or heartburn. These are some
the physical reactions. However, there is also another reaction that we often
miss—shifts in our mood. We may become anxious, saddened, depressed or
easily irritated. Our spirit has picked up a signal of distress from the body and
that distress now affects us. A healthy body is a manifestation of your ability to
be a good manager and student of your spirit. (Efunbolade, 2010, p. ix-x)
Yeye’s elders in the village could see her wisdom as she became the chief priestess of the
village. The more she practiced as a priestess, even though she did not always feel
equipped to play the part, the more she grew in spirit in the mind and in the body. She
soon started to teach classes to priestesses in the village and became the head of the
School of Divination and Priestly Training.
Although her commitment to her own growth and community were strengthening,
her respect for her husband began to wane. Despite the positives of her experience, her
marriage began to deteriorate, as her husband began taking on too many wives and
became, in her eyes, disrespectful. T here was much drama surrounding her co-wives and
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her husband, but Yeye says she began to grow even stronger in her spirituality because of
this:
That’s what developed . . . because you can’t find peace in a peaceful
environment. You have to find peace in the midst of chaos, and the Orisha that I
honor and that has my head is the God of Peace. So you gotta live in hell so you
can know what heaven is, you understand? So . . . that’s what was giving me the
growth. When I wanted to beat the shit out of my co-wives, I said, “God is love;
we must breed.” You understand? I want to go back to Brooklyn, take off my
[sandal], and beat the hell out of them. And I’m like, “No, your Orisha says that
you were sent on earth by the ancestors of the elder council and that you will
change the world. You are one of those people that was sent back, like Malcolm
X . . . whose name is still ringing like he lived last week. So you cannot allow
any human being to take you out of your state of grace.” I always have to
remember that because you have to believe something.
Yeye took her then three children and left the village. She had always done some work
outside of the village and so she found some employment, but times were hard, or as she
claims she, lost [her] mind in Charlotte and had a nervous breakdown in front of [her]
children. Yeye’s breakdown came after she had gone to a church to get some food
rations and discovered that the expiration date was months old:
I just broke down, I cried. Here I’m a priestess. I’m supposed to be this person
that knows . . . Obatala, I know God. I know all of this and I can’t even feed my
kids. My children saw me banging my head against the wall, and my son ran—he
was scared—and my second, my oldest daughter said, “Yeye, Yeye” And they
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grabbed me, and they said that I came back, but what I saw was just my children;
they were panic struck they were like 14, 15, and 12. And I said, “Oh, my God,
what’s gonna happen to these kids?”
Once again, Yeye had to make some changes in her life, becoming more autonomous and
as she describes it, stop just depending on the religion. She developed a relationship with
her mother again and started teaching Spanish in the public school system. Yeye recalls:
So that’s how I started in Charlotte. I started in the school system. We started
having a Spanish festival. I won teacher of the year. I was all over the place. All
over.
Soon, with her mom’s help she was able to put money down on a house. She also started
working with the African American Cultural Center working with the children’s program
and making costumes for various celebrations. Her involvement in the local community
gave her a name and her popularity began to increase. Likewise, she became the Queen
mother teacher of all things African in the community:
I’m working at all the schools. Black History month, I was the Black history
queen, Kwanzaa queen. I would go to school carry suitcases full of things, free,
in every school so that children would see that Africa is a beautiful place. All the
things that I never experienced, I was exposing the children. I do that here in
Hollywood. All the schools, black history month, that’s the only thing that I do in
black history month . . . I don’t go to any of the cultural things [for adults]. I do
children. I go to all of the schools. Let me know and I do it for free because the
school system is not going to pay anybody to talk about Africa, so I just line them
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up and I go school to school. Sometimes I’m so tired, but I just carry my little
stuff; and when I finished, I’ve done my duty to Yemonja [mother goddess].
I asked Yeye if she returned to formal school training in order to prepare for this change
in her life but she stressed that she never wanted to be professionally trained. She felt
that all of the good, trained, professional people in her life were those that did her the
most harm. She recalled wanting to always be a teacher, and I asked her how she knew
she would teach in a different way without being trained? She answered:
Because I felt that all my teachers killed me. Yeah, they did; because I remember
them telling me, “You’re not really bright. You can’t…you can’t.” I remember
my teacher in my 12th grade telling me, “Don’ even plan to go to college cuz you
don’t have enough brains to go to college.”
I asked her, what kind of teacher she wanted to be and she answered:
I wanted to teach people how to be happy. I [didn’t] know what the title was, all I
[knew] is I wanted to teach people how to be happy. . . I always wanted to teach
people how to just be at peace with themselves because my entire life I’ve been
searching how to be happy. And I said, “When I get it, I’m going to teach it.” So
whenever I got little glimpses of happiness, I wanted to have a class and teach it.
I wanted to do this, and teach it. And that’s what I did with the institute is that I
learned [to] organize this thing—and I learn this truth from the [Ausar Auset]
sect.
These days, Yeye is 65 years young and is as busy as ever, after 40 years as a
priestess. At the completion of this dissertation, she was flying back from bookings in

103

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

104

New York and Canada, just in time for scheduled talks at local universities in Miami
including Florida International University. All of this while fasting and teaching classes
through her institute on the importance of cleansing for spring. Through it all, she makes
time for her children and grandchildren. She is very happy.

Catherine Connor
The word of God truly comes alive in Cathee’s work
- S. Austin Hill
Intro
Catherine is a dance enthusiast and a 20-year cancer survivor. She is a Black
American, born and raised in New York City, and has lived in Miami for the past 25
years. After beating her battle with cancer, Catherine sought to combine her dance career
with her cancer experience. She aspired to teach women how to fight disease with good
nutrition, faith, and movement. Although her work is not limited to the black
community, Catherine became a standout leader in Black communities, especially in
traditionally Black churches throughout South Florida. Catherine hosts many community
events in Black churches such as health fairs and dance performances to spread her
message of holistic prevention and healing. She is also the author of Psalms in the Dance
of Life, a photo essay book in which she chronicles her life story and inspiration. She
also performs at various churches. Her work has been showcased in numerous national
and international newspapers, magazines, radio programs, and documentaries.
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Catherine’s commitment to service has awarded her many prestigious accolades, most
notably from the American Cancer Society.
Catherine and I usually met for our interviews in her condominium in Kendall, a
Miami neighborhood that borders the Everglades. She would just come home from
teaching a class and was always dressed in workout tights and a spaghetti strapped tank
top on a toned and lean body rivaling that of most 25 year olds (Catherine is 59 at the
time of the study). During one of our visits, she pours herself a glass of Joint Juice
glucosamine supplement and offers me a glass of water, which I gladly take. I take a seat
in a wicker chair at the dining room table made of glass, and admire her fantastically
vocal parrots on the patio behind me. Not to be ignored, one of her two cats comes to
greet me at my feet for a head rub. Smooth jazz is playing on the radio, incense is in the
air. I look around and there are inspirational messages everywhere, mostly from
scripture, but one in particular she has saved reads: “Prayer is the key that unlocks the
door to every kind of healing.” Below the caption reads “Daily Word, June 15, 1995”.
As she floated around the room like my own personal Alvin Ailey dancer, suddenly I am
reminded that this 59 year old bronzed woman who is the picture of physical strength and
wellbeing, has had to battle cancer. Little did I know that there were many more troubles
from which she was healing. As I turn my head, I read a poster with the scripture from
Jeremiah 30:17, “For I will restore health to you and heal you of your wounds.”
Catherine was born on September 25, 1953 in Queens, New York and enjoyed
what she describes as a pleasant childhood. Religiously, her mother was a Christian
Scientist but raised her children Catholic because the father was Catholic and so she grew
up Super Catholic and she liked it. In her youth, she did not question her faith and in
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fact, fully participated, attending Catholic schools for both her primary and secondary
education.
Catherine excelled in Catholic school and most especially in religion class where
she received high marks. But she recalled that her good grades were based on
memorization of the content material, not an intimate spiritual relationship with the
divine:
I used to count my beads and write them out, you know, and the rosary, I mean, I
was super careful. I mean, I did all of that. I used to get hundreds, a hundred, in
religion—99.9 average in religion—because I could memorize that Catechism.
And . . . basically . . . if you could memorize the Catechism, then you could get a
hundred in religion. Don’t know the Bible, don’t really know the Lord, but you
know Catechism.
She also had an affinity for her priest who, despite serving a primarily Black parish,
seemed to genuinely care for all of his parishioners as well as the community.
Within her family, however, there was a quiet spirituality that was underscored by
the reading of the Daily Word, a pamphlet of inspirational messages based on biblical
scriptures published by Unity Church. Cathee, as she is affectionately called, greatly
admired the peaceful recitations by her mother and her great-aunt. Her father was a
Creaster, meaning Christian on Christmas and Easter, but her mother’s faith, although
she was not a church goer, moved Cathee.
. . .I remember Miss Early . . .she was my mother’s aunt—she would be reading
her scriptures and I would go in to sit down and just listen to the daily word which
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I still read till this day. That’s the one connection I have that I was introduced
when I was five years old and always stayed with me even though it wasn’t
Catholic per se.
She would call on this silent strength to help her in the years to come.
Her childhood years also informed her about the importance of physical fitness.
Her father was an amateur athlete who enjoyed gymnastics, swimming, and roller skating
and he passed on his skills to his daughters. At the age of five, her parents enrolled her in
the Bernice Johnson Cultural Center for dance instruction and later at the YMCA Fitness
program. Cathee says that it was in these settings that she was instilled with the concept
of building a good strong body for creative expression, competition, as well as good
health. Cathee says that even though she received fitness instruction from “the Y”
(Young Male Christian Academy), there was no connection with what she was learning
and her religious or spiritual instruction.
She did however, gain leadership skills at the YMCA and in her Catholic school
setting, which spurred her interest for her current work:
I started teaching when I was 11 . . . they had what they called a junior leader’s
club and as a leader you were trained to become fitness assistants, fitness leaders,
to the fitness directors. So at age 11, 12, I was in training and I was . . . assisting
the fitness classes; and I was teaching the peewees, the three to five year olds.
That was my first teaching of gymnastics, peewee gymnastics; and then when I
was 12, 13, then I would start teaching the six and seven year olds. So we would
assist the physical director in teaching the classes. We would get them lined up,
tell them to take a number, and lead basic warm-up exercises; and then the fitness
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director would come in and do the full class, but we would assist, and that was my
introduction into actually teaching exercise . . .and that’s literally how it started
[as I said to myself] “Wow, yeah. I’m the leader.”
Cathee expressed that the idea of leadership was attractive to her at that age because she:
…liked being the teacher, seeing people learn, and grow and be able to
accomplish things and to be in that position to help them grow. Because with the
babies, with the peewee gymnastics—they were so cute—helping them to do a
forward roll and even though they’d cry and what have you—it was fun working
with them. And then when they were able to do something, they got so excited
and they’re clapping and they come over and they hug you; it’s a wonderful
feeling to know that you had a part of helping this person develop. . .
This love developed and grew during her high school years where she began to teach
gymnastics, a program that she developed for her mostly white, all girls, Catholic High
School, Our Lady of Wisdom Academy. She remembered:
It was very popular just using what I’d learned from the Y and then in my second
high school [Christ the King HS] when I was in the dance program there I
choreographed two numbers for the concert, the final concert, and then did the
duet.
One of her performances at Christ the King High School was an African dance, complete
with an African fashion show and costumes. It was a one-woman African history
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presentation done partially in response to a White teacher who had asked her to teach the
classmates something for Negro history week,15 as it was called at the time.
Catherine also describes this time as when the revolution started and she began to
wear her hair naturally in defiance to Eurocentric beauty. She was a sophomore in high
school in 1968 when she went natural. Kennedy and King were killed . . . it was one
after another. The whole Black power movement came in. Simultaneously, she had
burned the tip of her hair while straightening it with a hot comb. Frustrated, she threw
the comb across the room and said, “I’m not going to do this anymore.” She became
defiant against her parents’ pleas for no nappy headed children running around the house
and wore her hair in a curly fro, afro puffs and corn rows.
She did obey her parents’ wishes to get a formal education, however, and she
decided, based on her interests, to major in physical fitness at Howard University in
Washington, D.C., a historically Black college. Howard was not her first choice, though.
She wanted to major in physical education at Boston University, but when she and her
mother went for a visit, they met with the Black Student Union and they discussed the
racial issues of discrimination that they were dealing with in 1971. So she decided to
attend Howard where she especially enjoyed learning anatomy and physiology as she
trained to become a PE teacher. What she loved about it was that it came naturally to her
and she loved movement of the body, but at the time, her major was rare among women.
She remembers this as the change in tradition where females were going into the area of
fitness but still keeping their femininity. This trait of being both strong and soft was one
that Cathee had inherited from her mother.

15

Negro history week, started by African American historian Carter G. Woodson, took place the second
week in February and would later become known as Black History Month.
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When Cathee was 18, the same year that she left for college, her mother
developed breast cancer and underwent radiation treatment. Despite her obstacles,
Cathee’s mom displayed great spiritual fortitude and attitude that life goes on:
She just had radiation and Tamoxifen, and she’s stabilized for a while; but then it
came back again and then her hips collapsed twice. She had to have her hip
replacement and the second time they did the operation incorrectly because her
foot was turned in . . . but she could still walk. My mother was phenomenal,
phenomenal—fighter, strong woman—no matter what.
Reaching to show me her mother’s graduation picture, Cathee explained that her mother
never complained and instead went back to school to complete her bachelor’s degree at
York College.
While her mother returned to school, Cathee continued with her studies preparing
to live the life of a physical education teacher until it was time for student teaching at a
local junior high in D.C. She became convinced that she did not want to teach in the
school system. She recalls her experience:
They put sugar in the tank of the other student teacher—‘cause we usually went in
pairs one male, one female—they put sugar in his tank, burned it out. The week
before I was to start, I heard that there was a teacher that was attacked in the
valley going to the school. . .
Soon enough, Cathee began having problems in her own class with several students and
the time eventually came when she would have to prove herself by physically restraining
a young woman who was totally off, [and] ranting:
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So I literally used judo for real for the first time, my judo from when I was 11. . .
I threw her down and held her down by her neck, and so stunned her that she
quieted down …and the other teacher came in and we had to, we physically
removed her. She took the legs and I took the arms and carried her out and
brought her over to the nurse’s station and explained what happened. Left her
there, went back to class; everyone was quiet . . . [after that] I had gotten a name
for myself. My name was Roach, Ms. Roach. “Don’t mess with Miss Roach!”
[they would say].
Nonetheless, the student teaching experience was rewarding in that it confirmed for
Cathee that she did want to teach. Her students, even the wild ones, would leave
comments in her evaluations that Miss Cathee “made me feel like a lady,” “made me feel
that I could do certain things,” “made me think about my actions before speaking” and
those types of things. Cathee was shocked and that’s when I realized: teaching, this is
what I love to do. I love to do.
She loved teaching but she did not want to continue in public schools, so she
began graduate school in exercise physiology, but she had no idea where it was going to
lead her. So she started teaching adults and then received an invitation to apply to a job
educating adults in the corporate world.
The Xerox Corporation was looking for a Black female physical educator for their
fitness program at their training center in Leesburg, Virginia, 40 miles from where
Cathee lived in Washington, D.C.:
They had a multimillion-dollar fitness facility—biking paths, walking paths,
tennis courts, pool, the whole works—and I’m like in a state of awe and I’m still
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thinking “Xerox?” And in essence this was their international training center
where people from all over the world came . . .for training in sales, services,
marketing, human resources for Xerox; and they stayed there anything from
maybe a day conference to up to three weeks.
Cathee also became involved in the Black Caucus at The Xerox Company, but there was
no connection for her between the physical and spiritual at that time; it was just pure
enjoyment of being physical. At this time, she had broken away from organized religion
church, and thought those involved in the church were a bunch of hypocrites so why
bother. As she described it:
I had my own personal beliefs; but I just didn’t go to church or organized
anything. This is like purely an opportunity, its fitness, its exposure, you know,
going to the companies and doing presentations. It was a dream job . . . And on
the weekends, I would go back to D.C. to play in the softball and volleyball
league there.
Cathee stayed in that position as Fitness and Recreational Specialist for two and a half
years until she was promoted to Health Management Administrator, which went beyond
fitness and into managing not only the physical but the psychological, the emotional
assessments of Xerox employees.
In 1981, Cathee took a cruise aboard a real love boat, as she calls it, where she
met her husband, Dannie, who was from Honduras, but worked for Carnival cruise lines,
based in Miami. In 1983, they were engaged to get married. Prior to this, the issue of not
being a part of an organized church community did not bother Cathee, but now it was
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starting to become an problem as she and her fiancé tried to find someone who would
marry them. Cathee went to New York to consult her old parish priest, but as much as he
loved [her]. The Catholic Church would not marry her since her husband was not
Catholic and he had also been divorced:
[The priest] said, “The only thing you can do is get an annulment, and prove he
was never married. Then we can do it.” I said forget it. I said what are the other
options? [Dannie’s] uncle . . . was a preacher, Church of God Baptist on the island
[off the coast of Honduras] . . . Well, we sat with Uncle George, who’s on his
third marriage, and he was counseling us about the virtues of marriage.
Cathee’s options were limited and this disturbed her, but she moved ahead with plans
anyway.
Her parents had come to visit her while she was living in Virginia and preparing
to get married. They were celebrating their wedding anniversary. The next week Cathee
was scheduled to fly to New York to help her father pick out his tuxedo when she got the
call that he was having a heart attack. The second call came as she was on her way to the
airport to say that he did not survive. Although Cathee was devastated, when she reached
New York she was informed that one of her sisters still did not know and Cathee would
have to be the one to tell her. This is the moment she had to find spiritual strength. She
remembered:
My oldest sister, she was on one of her trips. She was coming two days later and
we didn’t call to tell her then . . . so they said no since she’s coming home, let her
just finish up because we don’t know how she’s going to react. And I was the one
that was to go to the airport, and that was one of the days I was having a rough
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time and my neighbor said, “Okay, I know this is difficult, very hard, and this is
sad, but you’ve got to pull yourself together before you go to the airport . . . you
can’t be falling apart.” . . . And then I just had to pray and for God to please do
something or to help me get through this. And that was always that connection
that I knew there was a God.
Cathee felt that at this time God was calling her:
Even though I didn’t know the Lord like I know him now and my relationship
wasn’t as strong, I just knew that God was in charge. Now in retrospect looking
back . . . He was drawing me . . . [teaching me] life does end and these things do
happen and they happen to anyone.
That same year, she and her husband went ahead with their wedding and moved to Miami
as Cathee took a new job as Assistant Administrator in health promotion at Jackson
Memorial Hospital. Cathee’s mother died in 1984 from cancer complications. She
would watch her mother transition and this experience also heightened her sense of
spirituality.
She was at Mount Sinai . . . I was right there in the room. She was sort of in the
ozone and . . . you could hear her calling [her husband] “Johnny, my Johnny.”
And I would just sit and hold her hand and just listen. But that experience again
reinforced the spirituality that there is something else beyond here; and if she’s
seeing or hearing whatever she wants to be with him, it was part of the transition
of her goal and at one point she said, “You’re going to be okay.” Meaning all the
sisters. It wasn’t like we were babies, we were all grown and she wanted to let us
know it was going to be okay.
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These loses would prepare Cathee for more personal challenges up ahead and influence
her career path. At Jackson, Cathee spearheaded a program for the employees of the
hospital and eventually the community. Soon, however, she began to have issues with
her supervisor who she describes as Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. She was also adjusting to
the cultural climate of South Florida:
. . . The culture shock of getting adjusted down here . . . wasn’t as black and
white. It took a while. It was Black, White, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central
American, Jamaican, Bahamian, Trinidadian, Haitian. No one got along. . . “I’m
not Black, I’m Jamaican”; or “I’m not Black, I’m from Central America.” Even
though you look like me, but “Oh, no, I’m not Black”; or you’d be blacker than
this [pointing to a black phone of the table] but “I’m not Black, I’m from this.”
So that was an adjustment. Fortunately, me and my personality, I got along with
anyone; but I just noticed in general. And then the Hispanic issue, the Cubans
versus the Puerto Rican. In New York, the Puerto Ricans were pretty much
prevalent . . . but down here the Puerto Ricans chh-shh [are looked down upon],
the Cubans are hmm [are the elite]. So I learned . . . my purpose was to unite
people, get away from all this madness; but I went through adjustments.
Some of her adjustments came in the form of a boss who showed her true colors in
regard to racism that she overtly shared with employees:
When Jackson underwent new management, they hired . . . their first black CEO
as chairman of the hospital . . . [one day at lunch] me and my co-workers, mixed,
sitting, eating, laughing, joking at the table—Spanish, Black, Jewish—it was only
myself Black and one other Jamaican—she didn’t consider herself black, but she
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was black. Here comes our boss. She stomps into the room, “It’s not safe for
white administrators anymore.” And we’re like “What?” and we didn’t know
what to say we’re like “okay.” . . . then she looks around . . . like a raving
maniac—“and on top of that he has a James Brown pompadour.” Is that subtle or
what? No one said anything because we were in such a state of shock . . .
All of this happened after Cathee had helped her boss lose 30 pounds, and formed what
Cathee believed was a supportive work relationship.
After the incident, one of Cathee’s colleagues tried to console her but she was
inconsolable at that point:
One of my co-workers, a really sweet girl, she’s Jewish. She felt bad. She came
up, she said, “Cathee, I feel so bad.” I said, “Yeah.” I was very cool because,
you know, I’m with White folks. I said, “Yeah, that’s her.” She said, “Cathee, I
feel so bad for you.” I said, “Don’t worry about me. I can deal with it.” She said
. . . the guilt complex, “but you know, I guess, I can almost understand what you
may be thinking or going through,” she said, “because I’m Jewish and, you know,
we have our persecutions.” And I said, “Hold on darling, yes, you are, and I
know you’ve gone through your thing; but you have absolutely no idea. Because
when you walk into the room, no one knows you’re Jewish unless you say it. I
walk into the room; they have already made their statement. They’ve already
made their judgment. So there is no way you can ever imagine.” And she just got
quiet. “I love you, I understand, but don’t ever say that

you know because

you don’t.” So after that incident working in that environment became
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interesting. I loved what I was doing. I loved teaching the whole works,
but the atmosphere was no longer comfortable.
Nonetheless, Cathee continued to work there. She and her husband still did not belong to
any organized religious institution, but Cathee found solace in reading the Daily Word,
like her mother had for so many years.
In 1987, Cathee became pregnant with her first and only child. She enjoyed a
healthy pregnancy until several weeks before the baby was due. She went to the doctor
and explained that she had not felt any kicks in the days leading up to her appointment.
The doctor had her transferred to the hospital right away, but it was too late, the baby did
not survive:
And we met at Mercy Hospital and they did the monitoring and they tried all
types of tests and what not. And after about an hour, two hours, he declared that
it was in utero fatality meaning that the fetus had died and they were going to
induce labor. They didn’t do a C-section. They were going to induce labor,
which they did. Yeah, and so I went through the whole process. Actually, I’m
glad I had that opportunity because I actually did give birth, and I had the chance
to hold the little one. I have the pictures and I had the chance of having that child
and holding it. The biggest thing is that when they did the delivery there was no
cry . . .
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Once again, Catherine finds herself in a position of a major loss life event and she has no
spiritual home to turn to, meaning no church community of support, no spiritual leader,
and no one to perform a ritual ceremony of burial. Here she described her state:
This one was like confusion. [I was] confused and weary because you know you
go through the birth process and the whole works and when it was time to plan for
the funeral we didn’t have a church home. And that was sort of confusing like
well how will we do this?
Cathee and her husband had friends who owned a funeral parlor and they offered to assist
with the arrangements, which helped a great deal. But Cathee wanted to have the
spiritual backing in terms of the relationship between heaven and how we are called to
heaven. The closest she came was a poem given to her by a friend:
about how God calls little angels above. We don’t always understand but he
wants the angel with him in heaven. And that was a very beautiful poem, very
just moving but it helped soften that he’s an angel and then till this day I can show
you I have my angels around me and so when people come and happen to ask me
when they see [the picture of my son] I say yes that’s my angel he’s in heaven. . .
So that was drawing me closer, closer asking.
Over the next year, Catherine and her husband prepared themselves to try and
conceive again. In April of 1989, Catherine returned to her Ob/Gyn to discuss the
possibility of planning for another baby, but during her exam her doctor found a lump in
her breast:
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He looked and he said, “Cathee, it looks like a 70% chance that this probably
could be malignant, but I’m not going to know anything until we do a biopsy.”
And I said, “What the hell? I’m only 35 and I’m this and I’m that.” He goes,
“you have a family history”—my mother, Mary—“and you’re being a woman
that’s basically it” . . . So when we left from the office . . . that’s the first time
really that I really just broke down because the culmination—the mother, the
father, the baby—now I have cancer. I’m only 35 . . . what is going on? What is
going on? And so the doctor said “You don’t have to rush right away, go home,
discuss it, what not, when you come back we’ll tell you all your options on what
you can decide to do.”
Catherine decided to do the biopsy right away and she called both of her sisters who she
was extremely close with to inform them of her decision immediately. Shortly afterward,
the results came back positive that she indeed had breast cancer. Cathee opted for a
mastectomy right away. Lying in the hospital after the surgery, she reflected on what had
become of her life. Just then her husband returned from calling her sisters about the
outcome of the surgery, but she could sense that something was wrong with him:
He was walking looking down. I said, “What’s wrong?” He didn’t say anything.
“Did you speak to Ronnie?” and he said, “No, no, I didn’t get a chance to talk to
her; but I spoke to Bunny.” But something was not right, because Ronnie and I
were very very close. And I said, “How come you didn’t get a hold of Ronnie?”
and the way he was looking like he was having difficulty trying to share. And I
said, “What happened to her?” Because I knew something happened. And then
he said, “She was in a car accident, a near fatal car accident.”
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Cathee’s sister, Ronnie, had gone to visit the priest for intercessory prayers for Cathee.
Driving home, her vehicle was struck by another car, and Ronnie was trapped inside her
automobile and had to be extricated by the paramedics. This was more than Cathee could
bear. She remembered their exchange:
I just lay back in bed and said, “God . . . kill me now with [cancer] or take over
my life. I am out of here. I can’t do anything. I don’t want to do anything. Just
take me or take over.” And ‘till this day that’s how I share my total
transformation and . . . depending on God or believing that He is in control,
because there is no way. . . I would have written off myself in a minute. . . I was
very weary. I didn’t care. I told the nurse to do whatever you want. I just didn’t
care, but before leaving one of the counselors came in and said, “In order to beat
this you’re going to have to fight it.” Meaning you can’t just give up, but I was
ready to.
Cathee said that that meeting with the counselor gave her a glimmer of hope and her
spiritual connection became strengthened by her readings of the Daily Word.
After the diagnoses, Cathee began to connect the body to [her] spirituality saying
that the transformation started with the physical . . ., spiritual . . . and the emotional.
This came when [she] had to give up part of [her] body [in order to] be alive referring to
her mastectomy. The week before her surgery she danced every night, not knowing if
she was ever going to dance again or be alive. It was stress release. After the surgery,
as soon as she could, she started exercising. She could not dance for six months, but she
rode her bike and swam praying thank you god for this movement. Cathee said, I was
grateful that I was alive, grateful just being able to move and get from one end of the
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pool to the other to get full mobility of my arm. Six months later she took a major leap of
faith and went to dance class.
Finding a church home was another matter and would still not come until ’93
after making connections with people like [her] in a Bible Study Group called Bible
Study Fellowship (BSF) where she says, God had sent people. He sent people into my
life at the time and then kept drawing me. A girlfriend of hers encouraged Cathee to
attend once a month and soon, through even more trials, she found her church home.
Initially,, however, BSF impacted her greatly because you’re not allowed to talk about
your church or congregation. The whole program is learning the Bible and how it
relates to real life, real issues, and how it relates to you personally. This, she says, was a
major turnaround for her because she began to see how the trials she was facing were
reflected in the readings of the Bible in all type of cases. She read stories of “Lord
deliver us from this, and Lord deliver us from that.” And [in each scenario God] said,
“Trust and believe.”
During her recovery, Cathee also began to sell cosmetics for MaryKay as a side
job as the tension at Jackson Hospital only increased. The message of MaryKay’s mantra
to put faith first, family second and career third resonated with Cathee so there was
influence of the spirituality along with doing the business. Within two years, Cathee
became a regional director.
As Cathee fought for her life, and found less stressful ways to generate income,
her faith and her knowledge of the Bible began to increase. Still, the issue of having a
church home bothered Cathee:
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And within a year, at Bible study, one of the ladies from the women of the group
mentioned, “do you have a church home?” And I said no because by this time I
was wanting to have a church home because all of [the members of the group] had
these churches that they belonged to . . . and I found at that point I longed to have
that relationship, having a church to go to, and having activities or ministries,
whatever . . . And so [the woman that approached me] invited me to Bethel
Baptist.
A Baptist church was very different from Cathee’s Catholic upbringing and she felt so
weird about it that she just drove around the church the first time, unable to go inside.
The following week, she mustered up enough courage to try again:
The second time I finally got out the car. I was a half an hour late . . . and one of
the deacons [said], “No, no that’s okay. Come on in. Go upstairs.” And I went
upstairs and sat there and it just so happened that that day Bishop Moon his
preaching was about finding yourself . . . it was exactly what I was like looking
for . . . He just made sense and he was very contemporary. He wasn’t brimstone
and signs. He was talking about real down to earth stuff—somebody out there
lost and is seeking . . . And so when they had the alter call and I walked right on .
. . and so immediately there was . . . this comfort and this love and this concern
and the person who invited me she was in the choir and said, “Oh, I’m so glad
you came.” So I just felt like so at home, so at home.
Finally, she had found a church home.
Now that she had found a church to belong to, she wanted to get baptized in the
church. She let her husband know of her plans, but he was not as supportive as she
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wanted him to be. His reaction was no surprise as friction began to build between the
two of them when he lost his job during the onset of Cathee’s illness. And although he
touted himself as a man who knew the Word, he was not supportive of Cathee’s faith
choices. When she told him that she was going to church, he said, “Oh, that’s good;
that’s great. You’re going to find that the Bible has a lot of meaning . . .” Cathee
recalled her disappointment that her husband did not want to go to church with her,
however. She claimed that he can quote a scripture out like that, but practice it, no.
Now, my husband will have nothing to do with it. Instead, the church was for [her] to go,
for [her] to find out, not for him. This was a contradiction in terms for Cathee.
Nonetheless, Cathee was baptized and her husband was not present.
Soon afterward, Cathee become more involved in the church and used her love for
dance to address issues of wellness to congregants. Dr. Alexandra Halloway, who would
later become a breast cancer survivor, was the music director of the church and
introduced Cathee to Ray Young, who was organizing a dance ministry. Most often this
is a team of dancers who perform during the praise and worship portion of services to
inspire others and to sometimes tell stories of faith and triumph through art and fitness.
Cathee never knew there was such a ministry, but she signed up and began practicing for
the debut of this new organization for the church. Cathee told her husband about her
upcoming performance, but once again he missed it. He didn’t go. He couldn’t make it.
Cathee felt a lot of resistance from her husband regarding her new life.
Cathee faced many other trials in her life including, the destruction of Hurricane
Andrew, another biopsy, the death of her sister Ronnie to breast cancer, and the
dissolution of her marriage of 18 years in 2001. As always, Cathee picked up the pieces
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and decided to live her life on her own terms. She became an independent wellness
instructor and consultant, while continuing her dance ministry in churches throughout
South Florida. Since then, Cathee has been in high demand, spreading her message about
the importance of eating right, exercising, resting and connecting to a higher power. She
has made several appearances nationally and internationally. Cathee has also made
headlines in national and international magazines and newspapers, including the Miami
Herald about her dance ministry and her health and fitness classes for cancer patients.
She has also participated in four documentaries about breast cancer awareness and
survival, including one on alternative treatments.
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CHAPTER 5

F INDINGS: COMMON THEMES OF SPIRITUAL, P HYSICAL AND P SYCHOLOGICAL
DEVELOPMENT

“Black feminist leaders lead by example and generate opportunities for change, provide
encouragement and skills to others, and ignite a desire in other black women to create
conditions for success.” (Hall, Garrett-Akinsanya, & Hucles, 2007, p. 281)

In this section, I present six themes that emerged from the conversations with the
three participants. Their stories are deep and intricate, situated within Africana cultural
and historical ways of knowing, reflecting the womanist epistemology in which they are
framed. They are journey narratives of self-actualization, traversing the multifaceted
ways of learning, growing and teaching. The central themes chosen for this study were
those that came up consistently with each participant. After reviewing the data and
recurring refrains, these themes were triangulated with the participants’ stories, their own
writings, historical data, and so forth. The portraits of the participants were then
organized around these themes.

The Spiritual Quest as a Natural Process of Adult Development
In their current work, the spiritual lives of the three participants are a part of not
only how they teach and lead, but how they live—it is mind, body, spirit. Their
spirituality, however, has developed over time, as none of the participants are practicing
the religions that they were born into, like myself. That is not to say that those early
religious practices do not have some influence on their current spiritual paradigm, but it
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is certainly not at the forefront of their belief. My participants viewed their early
religious experiences as one dimensional and not holistically fulfilling. Therefore, they
sought new spiritual experiences that integrated the mind and the body more cohesively
in order to transcend what they were taught as truth. Ultimately we all transformed our
lives, even in the face of resistance from others.
Mezirow explained in his Transformational Learning Theory that this shift in
paradigm required ten stages of development (1) encountering a disorienting dilemma;
(2) examining one’s feelings; (3) critically evaluating relationships and values; (4)
acknowledging universality of personal discontent and transformation; (5) investigating
new roles; (6) envisioning new ways of being; (7) attaining new knowledge and skills in
order to implement new vision; (8) trying out the plan; (9) building self-assurance and
abilities in the new role(s); and (10) incorporating the new worldview into daily life
(Mezirow, 2000). Fowler’s (1981) philosophy of spiritual evolution supports Mezirow’s
theories (which he originally based on a study from the mid 70s of women returning to
school). Fowler maintained that individuating-reflexive faith begins in early adulthood, in
which adults develop a more critical questioning. He mapped out a progression in
development of spirit, which suggested that as we get older we get closer to personal
truth without relying so heavily on what others believe and what we have been taught.
The narratives of the women in this study reinforce both developmental theories, except
that all of the women began their spiritual transformations at much younger ages than
Fowler (1981) and Mezirow (2000) suggested. These findings may indicate spiritual
maturity in young Black women that is different from dominant society.
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Like all of my participants and myself, Gaia’s questioning, and perhaps rebellion,
began as young as her pre-teens, and as a young adult she decided what spiritual path she
would take:
I quickly learned how to do all the wrong things [as a young Catholic]. I didn’t go
to confession and skipped my Hail Marys . . . So I learned that trick . . . but at 18, I
decided to move to the ashram because the day I was introduced to this meditation,
the moment I saw them and sat down, I thought, “Oh, my God, this is amazing.
Can’t wait to do this tomorrow on my own.” This is the day I was initiated with 30
other Jamaicans in a room.
Spiritual development, then, is also situated in our socio-cultural situations as well, or what
is happening around us at the time. Niño (2000) suggested that although the process of a
spiritual quest takes shape and strength from the individual’s own motivation, it is also
greatly influenced by the socio-cultural context in which it takes place (p.47). For Gaia,
this new guru had moved into the community and that allowed a space to have
conversations about Raja yoga, a topic that was forbidden to even discuss in years past.
Likewise, Rastafari, which her brother had begun to practice around the same time, had
been outlawed in Jamaica years prior, but was gaining popularity due to the Civil Rights
and Pan-Africanist Movements of the time.
For Catherine, the scandals of the Catholic church began to bother her
tremendously as an emerging adult, studying at Harvard. As she recalled in this
conversation:
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But then, I began to question because what was going on in the church was just as
bad as what was going on out in the streets and my thing was well then why should
I bother because you know it’s no different.
Often, those socio-cultural shifts are occurring as a result of what’s happening in our
communities and of an active seeking or thirst for more education (Niño, 2000). This was
evident in Yeye’s life as she became more involved in the revolution or Black Power
Movement of the late 1960s. These connections in community are significant in that they
support existing literature on social change and transformative learning as it concerns
Black women and spiritual growth. Brookfield (2000) reasoned that transformative learning
was also a vehicle for social justice, action and change, while Johnson-Bailey (2006)
contended that transformational learning and teaching are woven into the cultural fabric of
Black women’s history and experiences as a method of empowerment and are most often
taught in our childhood. This research, then, is unique in that it challenges the current
assumptions about spiritual growth, which suggests that the questioning phase of
development begins in early adulthood. All of us except for Cathee, who started at 18,
began questioning much sooner than that.
Political/Cultural Consciousness and Uplifting Others
All three participants mentioned some form of political consciousness or
involvement that influenced their development and work. For Yeye and Catherine, it was
the Civil Rights and Black Power movements in the United States, and for Gaia it was the
socialist democratic movement of the PNP of Jamaica that educated her on social
responsibility. For me, it was my understanding of the history of the Civil Rights
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movements taught to me as a child, as well as the community in which I was raised and the
narratives of Black women that I later studied as an adult in college. We all learned firsthand “lessons on race, on difference, on power” (Johnson-Bailey, 2006)—not from
Transformative Learning theorists, but from lived experiences. This is the Transformative
learning and teaching that Johnson-Bailey acknowledged as emanating from the soul of
Black Women. She explained that “because of [these] many experiences through which
[we] have lived and [our] many understandings of them as they shape [our] worldview,
[we] use our spiritual [selves] to guide [our] practice as . . . adult educators who aim to
transform ideology and practice” (Johnson-Bailey, 2006, p. 52). Inherent in this Africana
Womanist perspective is then a desire to make others happy as Gaia and Yeye articulated.

Mothers and Other Mothers/Motherhood as Power
“The Africana womanist is committed to the art of mothering and nurturing, her
own children in particular and humankind in general. The collective role is supreme
in Africana culture, for the Africana woman descends from a legacy of fulfilling the
role of supreme Mother Nature – nurturer, provider and protector.” (HudsonWeems, 2004, p. 54)
All three participants expressed a pedagogy of caring and nurturing; a desire to
mother. Two of the three do not physically have children, as Gaia never had children and
Catherine lost her only child shortly before she was diagnosed with cancer. Nonetheless,
each participant views her work and herself as a maternal spiritual leader. As Catherine
recalled, God has blessed me with all these children I’ve been teaching dance to. I’m
fulfilled, a universal mother. Yeye expanded this idea to express not only her desire to

129

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

mother, but that her very work is ruled by a divine mother spirit or energy of Yemonja,
who is a mother deity and patron of all women, especially those that are pregnant or
mothers. All I’ve ever wanted to be is a mother, she said, after reflecting on her work and
her relationship with her own children.
The influence that mothers or “othermothers” (Collins, 2000) had on the three
participants, both spiritually and emotionally was immense. There was an overwhelming
sense that what their mothers did or did not do had a significant impact on the learning and
leadership of these women. Catherine, Gaia, and Yeyefini all brought up their mothers
during the course of our conversations and they all learned how to identify themselves
spiritually, as women, and as leaders through their mothers or othermothers. Their
reflections on their mothers’ impact support what most scholars know about the importance
of motherhood in African and African American communities, as well as the tradition of
extended family.
Gaia attributes her mother, Blossom, with bringing vegetarian cuisine and soy
production to Jamaica and to the subculture of Rastafari. Gaia spoke of her mother,
Blossom, often and fondly as someone who led by example, charted her own path and
encouraged her children to do the same. Her mother was also surrounded by Christians in
her maternal and paternal family as well as by her in-laws and yet, her mother introduced
Gaia to Raja meditation. Furthermore, Jamaican society is one that is predominately
Christian one. Nonetheless, her mother eventually released herself from the Catholic
Church and inspired Gaia to make her own spiritual quest. Situated in the verdant hillsides
of Montego Bay, Gaia enjoyed a life filled with art and politics and an emphasis on
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education. In those days as it is now, Jamaica maintained a class system and Gaia enjoyed
the benefits of living amongst the privileged. Within her circle of society, it was expected
that one goes to church and attends college. Gaia had few plans on doing either and she
attributes this attitude in her development as a result of her mother’s progressive nature and
willingness to explore and learn new possibilities, and make unpopular choices. As she
reflected on her own decisions and process of learning she recalled, I think what I’ve come
away with is the open-mindedness from my mother about life in general. Her mother’s
courageous spirit and aptitude to be spiritually courageous made an indelible mark on Gaia
that would catapult her into a lifetime of similar behavior.
Other African Womanist scholars have made similar links between their life’s work
and their mother’s influence. Diana Hayes (2006) related a similar message about her
mother’s role in the making of her identity as a Catholic Womanist Theologian. Her choice
to first become Catholic in a community and family that was primarily Black and
Protestant was viewed by some as a move to self identify as White, but her mother’s
backing helped her realize her dreams of making spiritual and professional changes as an
adult that she felt better served her interests. She recounted her feelings in a personal
narrative about becoming a Catholic Womanist Theologian. Hayes (2006) affirmed:
I stand today in the shoes my mother made, wrapped from head to toe in that
wondrous tapestry she created that protects but also encourages me to challenge the
status quo and keep movin’on up a little higher. These shoes are strong, firm, and
supportive. They have enabled me to stand tall on a foundation of faith, in myself,
my family, and my God, and to enter into worlds that historically were off limits to
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Black women. (p. 56)
Historically, Black women in the West have not been a part of the Yoga
community, a community largely associated with White, middle class women. And they
definitely were not leading those circles, and in the Caribbean, as Gaia shared during our
interviews, yoga was thought to be the antithesis of Christianity and therefore largely
taboo. In fact, even as recent as 2012 some resistance is prevalent. A Caribbean American
newspaper in Miami covered the yoga conference where Gaia taught in Jamaica in the
winter. They interviewed a local who was quoted as comparing Yoga to the Haitian
religion, Vodou (also seen as demonic by many in Jamaica) citing, “most of these spiritual
things end up in voodoo business” (Caribbean Today, 2012, p. 16). In other words, Yoga,
if one is not careful will lead to demonic practices. As Gaia also attested there were those
in the Caribbean who were reading about yoga and who might have been practicing it, but
they certainly did not speak about it in the open. So naturally, when Gaia considered the
life of a yogini, the fear and uncertainty was immense. However, when Gaia wondered
aloud how she would make a living as a yogini, her mother encouraged her to follow her
passions:
. . .[but] it was a fight in the beginning, like, “Oh, what am I going to do? How am I
going to make money?” . . . It was a struggle, you know. And Blossom, my mother
said “Follow your heart; follow your dreams.” I go, “but mummy…” She goes,
“follow your heart; follow your dreams. What do you want?” That’s what I wanted.
What Gaia wanted more than any approval from Jamaican society or support from family
or friends was her mother’s faith, endorsement, and assurance in a positive outcome and in
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her abilities to do well in a non-conventional field.
Yeyefini’s mother, on the other hand, did not support her professional or spiritual
paths. Her mother encouraged university education, but discouraged her chosen life path.
Whereas Mama Keke, a self-made African shop owner and othermother in her Brooklyn
neighborhood, inducted Yeye into the Yoruba priesthood, her blood mother envisioned
something totally different and when she decided to follow the same or similar path as
Mama KeKe her mother was:
Furious, furious, furious. Nobody in the family spoke to me. I was the black sheep
of the family. Nobody talks about me because by then I had changed my name.
Mama KeKe gave me the name for “lion,” Folayan, to walk in dignity . . . [but] oh,
no, my mother was furious. I was the biggest disappointment in her life because
she didn’t bring me [to the U.S.] for this. That’s right. She brought me here to be
an American, to get a nice college education and have a job and be married and she
can write home and tell everybody that we’re doing well. And it didn’t go like that.
I’m running around in African clothes, and then I go to the village and marry a man
with other wives. Oh, Lord, have mercy.
Despite Yeye’s differences with her blood mother regarding education, spirituality, and
cultural interests, Yeyefini still holds her mother in high regard and always thinks of her
and her happiness. She is also able to empathize with her mother, that as an immigrant
from a different generation her mother did not want her to take certain chances, even
though she herself took several by leaving Panama and her children to pursue her dream of
a better life for all of them.
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Yeyefini admitted that she, like hooks (1989), is a product of the Black Power
Movement and that the possibilities of what she could be spiritually and professionally
were much different from what her mother could have imagined and the two never, until
this day, saw eye to eye on cultural politics and spirituality. Hooks’ (1989) mother also did
not understand her daughters fascination with “the past” and the need to rebel from
conventional norms. Hooks (1989) wrote, of their relationship,
I have always wanted to protect mama from hurt, to ease her burdens. Now I am a
part of what troubles. Confronting me, she says accusingly, “It’s not just the other
children. You talk too much about the past. You don’t just listen.” And I do talk.
Worse, I write about it. (p. 75)
Both find it difficult to take a definitive stance one way or the other against “mama”
because as much as she has been biting and critical of life choices, she has also been caring
and helpful in other ways (hooks, 1989).
Catherine’s mother did not live to see her daughter’s current path to living and
earlier in her adulthood Catherine’s educational and spiritual paths were quite
conventional. She attended Howard University in Washington, D.C., a historically Black
university, immediately after high school and although she was “questioning” her faith, she
attended Catholic mass when she would go home to New York on holiday as a sign of
respect to [her] mother. Nonetheless, when Catherine was diagnosed with breast cancer
years later, it was her own mother’s endurance and spiritual practices, not her religion, that
she relied on to strengthen her own resolve to survive. Catherine recalled:
My freshman year, she was diagnosed that January and she had the mastectomy.
She had radiation and she recovered very well. She went back to work, and then
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decided she wanted to go to college and got very active with school and that was
her way of just . . . living life. That’s one of the parts of, you know, strength and
spirituality that I got from her. Yet it wasn’t at church. It was just her belief and
her way that I’m . . . going to get through this and her reading The Daily Word
quietly.
Catherine would later rely on that strength and that understated resilience and conviction to
not only beat cancer but to transform her life in her 40s as a mind, body, spirit practitioner.
My own mother has always been supportive of my need to explore my passions and
has always led by example. My mother was raised Catholic in a White working class
neighborhood right outside of Chicago. Her parents were successful, despite never having
graduated from college and believed that she should study a trade ala dental hygiene
school, and focus on making money,. And so she did and worked as a hygienist for 25
years, yet all the while she yearned to be a psychotherapist, putting herself through school
while she worked. My mother has now been practicing psychotherapy for nearly 20 years.
She also married a Unity minister and is in charge of the youth ministry at their church.
Due to her own experiences she always encouraged me to do “what makes [me] happy”.
Having a mother with those kinds of liberating attitudes only helped me to emancipate
myself from my own uneasiness with the churches that did not serve my needs growing up.
Choosing an alternative spiritual path such as Rasta was never really an issue, as it might
have been for other parents – she never dissuaded my growth.

Learning Through Empathic Relationships with Men
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Just as the participants learned from their mothers and othermothers, they also
learned self-assuredness and self-actuality through encounters with men in their lives,
particularly romantic relationships. Research suggests that the feminist paradigm of White
women and Black women is very much divided along the line of men and their connection
to their male counterparts. Studies on African American women demonstrate that many
Black women are very much connected to Black men and view their solidarity as a
necessity of the race, a necessity that White women typically do not feel (Goldberger,
Tarule, Clinchy, & Belenky, 1996). In fact, the very essence of an Africana womanist is
her connection to family and to Black men (Hudson-Weems, 2004, p. 79). What HudsonWeems (2004) maintained was “that rather than taking an oppositional posture in reaction
to perceived irresolvable differences between men and women, Africana Womanism
instead highlights a structure wherein Africana women work with Africana men . . .” (p.
83).
This concept, perhaps loosely tied to “radical obedience” shows up in Catherine’s
story as her spiritual life is evolving (Gooden, 2008). She brought up the fact that her
husband was often conflicted in his own spiritual journey, which caused her some
confusion, but did not keep her from bowing to his needs or retracting from hers.
Catherine expressed willingness to work with him even when she was uncertain about his
viewpoint on spiritual matters. Her willingness to hear him out supports Gilligan’s (1982)
idea that women develop through relationships and negotiate how to be inclusive vs.
focusing on individual needs only. Catherine did not necessarily understand her husband’s
confusion about his beliefs or hers, but she heard him out anyway:
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I still elected my own personal reading of the daily word. And then once in a while
my husband would throw out this scripture and that’s where there was a
contradiction. He was saying one thing but acting another way that caused me
some confusion even before we got married. He made a statement . . . [when] we
were engaged—about we’re living in sin with the word “fornication” at that
time…and I said, “Okay, if you really feel strongly about that—and I wanted to
accommodate him—. . . you can sleep out on the couch.” “Oh, no, no.” “I don’t
want to change that”. Back then that was part of the confusion because what are
you saying? Where are you coming from?
While she continued to challenge and question the Catholic Church and her husband’s holy
roller philosophy, she still felt connected to spirit and desired to build a family and move
forward with their marriage, hoping for the best. Even though they would eventually
separate, divorce was something Cathee regretted deeply.
Perhaps the most vivid descriptions as it concerned men came from Yeyefini. Yeye
learned what kind of leader she wanted to be not only from Mama KeKe, but also from a
patriarch in the community. From him, she learned how she did not want to be. She
acknowledged the sexism within her own community—how it affected her and how she
wanted to proceed differently, as a powerful spiritual othermother—in her own life
teachings once she had reached a certain status in Yoruba practices. At the time, however,
she remained silent, interestingly, knowing that the biggest impact she could make was
with her actions in the future. Yet even despite her mentor’s shortcomings and inability to
respect women, she still speaks not only of her love for him, but also of his actions as
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important lessons for her development. Yeye remembered:
The man that initiated me, and I loved him very dearly, he didn’t believe in teaching
women and spirit always give you what you need . . . because I said you know I
used to cry and be so frustrated with him . . . we all come with our issues. And so
his issue was . . . don’t empower women. He had a huge ego. And my thing was
always we are all human beings. If we’re saying all the [deities are] male and
female, so at what point is it that women are stupid; and we have female Orisha that
have the same kind of power. So I was, intellectually I was “wait a minute this to
me is not right,” but I was not in a position because I was subservient to do what I
wanted to do. So I said, “When I learn how to read and how to do rituals and stuff,
I’m going to teach my godchildren. I don’t want them to go through what I’m
going through.”
Yeye’s feelings here are in keeping with Africana womanist ideology that suggests Black
women are always both and so that the worldview is usually looking to support the whole
community male and female. She is concerned therefore with the well-being of the whole
(Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2006). Furthermore, the Black woman “remains classified as black
first. Hence, the Africana woman . . . will then find herself coming back to her male
counterpart and to her community to pick up the ongoing liberation struggle for her entire
family” ( Hudson-Weems, 2004, p. 83). In this sense, Yeye also determined at an early age
that she was an Africana woman, meaning that she would be a nurturer, a mother (beyond
blood) and a cultural bearer (Hudson-Weems, 2004, p. 92) and viewed motherhood as a
powerful leadership role and as a tool to empower her community and underlings.
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Nonetheless, later in life when Yeye had to leave the African village because of
philosophical differences and her claims of abuse of power, she did not remain silent.
Hudson-Weems (2004) discussed the differences in Afrocentrism and Africana womanism
and the struggle between the two. Others have discussed problematic issues within the
Afrocentrist/ Africana Womanist connection suggesting that many Afrocentrists “continue
the patriarchal aspects of the Eurocentric male perspective” (Sanders, 1995, p.59).
Yeyefini recalled a tale about her husband, the king of the village. He was Afrocentric, but
according to her had become power hungry and lost sight of what they came to the village
to accomplish. After years of attempting to reconcile, she perceived that he was no longer
willing to cooperate for the whole and became oppressive to her and her children and those
in the community. This time she spoke up and took action:
. . . and then he started some craziness that he was going to take my kids, and that’s
when I went Brooklyn. I went Brooklyn on everybody in there. I cussed, I was
M— F—ing and everything in the council, elders. I was, like, “No. From
childhood I want children, and you telling me because these little light skinned
children got to go with you because I am unworthy because I choose to leave
because you got pedophilia going on. Oh, no, it ain’t going down like that.” And
my co-wife had it set up that she was going to take the kids . . . I said, “I got
witchcraft I could work on you, honey, that your head would spin.” Touch my
children. I went off and that’s when they said I had a nervous breakdown. And
then me, my nervous breakdown, and my three kids are getting into my car and
we’re getting the hell out of here. And we’re doing it at 12 o’clock noon when

139

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

everybody’s going to get their water at the pump, they know crazy ass Yeyefini is
leaving. That’s right. By then I had taken the money that I had from traveling and
stuff, and I had the biggest house in the village. I left him. I divorced him. I
moved outside the palace. I built me a house and that was saying a lot for his ego.
It was like I can’t control this broad . . . he said, “You can’t divorce the king.”
Here, Yeye asserts her sassiness in her attitude (“talking back”), draws the line in the sand
and sets her limits (Dozier-Henry, 2011, p. 75). Here she exhibits leadership in a way that
confirms her own self-assuredness and her genuine sincerity about what she will and will
not tolerate for her children, family and community. This breakdown in the relationship
did not move her into a position to disconnect from black men or family, however. In fact,
once she left the village, she continued to be queen mother to black men in South Carolina
who were not members of Oyotunji.
Gaia learned to be spiritually empowered through her relationships and
acquaintances with men; how to shine her divine light within in order to be alive and that
the inner light, the juiciness was what attracted men and she liked the attention that she
received. It gave her encouragement to continue her practice. She claims that same divine
light that she was able to manifest on the outside through proper diet and conditioning of
her body even brought her to her husband and she in a sense became his guru, which she
later recounted. Even though the marriage dissolved, Gaia saw this as just the natural
progression of life, of two people who were being true to themselves in the end. She still
counts it as an incredible event in her life, and almost as a testament to being alive. As she
spoke of her ex-husband and of other men, although it was clear she had experienced hurt
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as all humans do, she genuinely spoke no ill of him or them. Here she explained that at her
peak, it was not her clothes or physical body but her spirit that attracted the men in her life:
That was an amazing experience. My Lord, first of all, men were following me
everywhere. I’m celibate. I’m practicing and I’m not even dressing. Here I am not
doing anything, you know. What? And I realized what it was. It’s the light, the
shininess, the juiciness, they’re liking. Everybody likes that. That’s what men
really like. You know, they think they like your ass and your butt and your this and
your that. If you have that inner stuff, I would literally be walking on Miami Beach
and I have like four guys following me; and this is no joke, I mean it.
Gaia’s male guru in the Ashram is also the one who inspired her to teach peace and love,
although at the time she did realize it would involve teaching Hatha Yoga, or bodily poses.
I also learned through the men in my life. I learned what I did not want to be spiritually
by watching my father, but by doing so I had to construct new ways of thinking that were
completely foreign to me, such as adopting a non-judgmental attitude about the religious
choices of others. I had to ask questions and engage with people who had totally different
spiritual backgrounds. I also had to learn how to treat my body differently by being gentle
and kind to it, not abusing it with bad food choices and deprivation. My romantic
relationships taught me how to do that. From my college boyfriend, I learned that focusing
on my size would not make me happy. From my ex-husband I learned to trust what I knew
I wanted for my body which was not alcohol, cigarettes and pizza. From my current
husband, I learned confirmation that our physical bodies manifest the treatment of our
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souls.
Body as Vehicle for the Spirit and the Practice
Although Black women and their body images have been studied before,
participants in this research expressed a direct correlation between their spiritual beliefs
with their feelings about their body. In fact, all of the women articulated that their bodies
were only instruments through which they carried out their divine or spiritual purposes.
My findings suggest that along with gender and race, spirituality cannot be discounted in
the discourse about Black women and their body images. It also indicates how Black
women develop these ideas about their bodies cognitively. Although limited to three, these
findings add authentic voices to the literature regarding the relationship between religion,
race, gender, and the treatment and ideas about the body amongst Black female
practitioners of holistic practices.
As one might expect, all of the instructors, including myself, engaged in some form
of exercise 4-7 days a week. The list included dance therapy/aerobics, walking,
biking/cycling, swimming, Pilates, creative dance, gardening, and Yoga. Catherine and
Gaia, in particular, seemed to be the most active, as they are not only teaching physical
activity as part of their jobs, but they are also attempting to exercise in their free time apart
from work.
Because these women are so active, the assumption was that they would be in the
habit of monitoring their weight and body fat quite often like most fitness instructors,
however, the answers varied on this question and were not at all what I expected.
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Catherine used her home scale rarely, her mirror (so that she can observe any bodily
changes), and an occasional fitness analysis at health fairs. Gaia seemed to be exhausted
by the very idea of monitoring her BMI as she stated:
I use to [monitor my BMI, body fat percentage and weight], but I don’t do it
anymore. I no longer go on a scale. I just go by how my body feels. I go by my
energy level. Making adjustments by what I eat, and with supplements [and by]
making adjustments in my yoga practices. I take energizing herbs. . . I adjust my
food.
Catherine insisted that the constant focus on the body can be very stressing and can keep
one from focusing on their divine purpose. Yeyefini almost ignored the question entirely
and explained that she eats 50% live foods, drinks water, and eats every two hours. Like
Gaia, she had very little interest in the conventional methods of body measurements, such
as BMI (Body Mass Index) and fat percentage, but chose more holistic measurements. My
findings could also be attributable to age, as well as a concern for a more holistic approach.
All three women were over 40. Future research studies would need to include women from
a wider variety of ages.
Most of the women, including myself, keep a vegetarian or vegan diet, with the
exception of Catherine, who very rarely [ate] red meats. Nonetheless, all of them
emphasized the importance of vegetables, fruits, and whole grains. They also commented
on how their diets were connected to their faith. Gaia stressed not overindulging, which
she attributed to yoga, while Catherine encouraged everyone to eat to live—not live to eat.
Catherine further explained that she eats for the purpose of nourishing, strengthening &
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empowering [her] body to perform as well as minister to others --- physically, mentally,
emotionally, & spiritually. She went on to explain that it’s difficult to enjoy life and lead
others to spiritual wellness when one is sick or tired.
Their expressions regarding the purpose of their bodies were significant. They all
agreed that their bodies were vehicles for [their] spirits as Yeyefini suggested. Gaia also
offered that, [her] body is [her] temple or [her] avenue leading to a divine state. Catherine
echoed that her body’s purpose was to glorify God with the gift of good health by taking
care of my Body Temple as an example to encourage others to do the same & in turn live a
fulfilling purposeful life. All of the women described a “divine” purpose for their bodies –
that their bodies were not just for earthly or carnal pleasures, not for mothering or
pleasuring men (or other women), or even themselves. They communicated a sense that
their bodies are not their own and so they cannot afford to be selfish with them. West
(2008) explained that this outlook is consistent with the Africana principles of Maat. She
says, “In recognizing that the body is indeed, sacred, then honoring it becomes part of a
personal mandate and motivation to initiate and maintain a lifestyle that fosters wholeness,
health and healing” (West, 2008, p.53). The role of faith plays a major role, then, in the
participant’s ideas about their body and the treatment of the body. Finally, Catherine even
quoted scripture stating “Good health is true wealth and enhances the fruit of the Spirit in
Galatians 5:22-23.” She went on to say . . . love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
gentleness, goodness, faithfulness, self-control. When I feel good physically, mentally,
emotionally, spiritually I want to share & encourage those good feelings & make a
difference in the lives of others.
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As the literature supports, all of the women had positive self-images about their
bodies and grew up with the idea that as Gaia expressed [her] body wasn’t an issue despite
Hollywood definitions of what one should look like (Lau, 2011). To that end, all of the
women, including myself, wear our hair naturally, which is also a reflection of our culture
and community acceptance despite the dominant aesthetic. Participants expressed multiple
factors that contributed to their body images and most were less concerned about weight
and more concerned with how they looked and felt overall. Along with spirituality,
participants also expressed family and social or cultural connections that were influential as
well. In other words, they were not alone and looked to a wide range of support systems,
including the opportunities to interact with the nature around them. Simultaneously, they
were also conscious of the “Hollywood” or mainstream ideal, but did not seem to
thoroughly subscribe to what the media tells them is beautiful, and in fact boasted about
their curviness. Most of the women did not rely on scales or other mainstream or
“traditional” methods to measure their body fat or weight, which is also significant because
although they are being sought after for mind, body and spirit teachings, and possibly just
physical improvement, their measurement for progress or sustainability of their own bodies
very much relies upon holistic approaches. As Catherine maintained, the idea is that one
could be light on the scale and still feel bad due to malnourishment, depression, sadness,
lack of exercise or a poor diet that does not include enough fresh vegetables, fruits, and
lean proteins. This approach to wellness is in harmony with ancient African approaches to
enlightenment and balance (West, 2008).
Authentic Identity and Self-Directed Learning
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For all of the women, and myself, our “spiritual strivings” of transformation were
an expression of our yearning to connect authentically to our own truth, to connect to the
whole of our being, and to self-define (Dillard, 2006). Likewise, the pedagogy of adult
learning theory, or Andragogy, suggests that adult learning is self-directed, demands
freedom of subject matter and demands free choice in determining outcomes (Knowles,
1980). In other words, adult learners assume primary responsibility for their own learning.
All three participants had disorienting dilemmas, thought critically about what they
knew, imagined possible selves for the future, and made their way by doing (Mezirow,
2000; Rossitter,2007; Horton & Freire, 1990). Yeye was perhaps the most outspoken on
this point as she expressed the desire to learn through projects and with the assistance of
helpers, while authoring her own experiential learning (Knowles, 1980). Over and over in
our conversation she talked about how she learned by actually going through an
experience, not by reading it in a book or having someone else, a teacher, interpret meaning
for her. She wanted to study through hard knocks, through the lived practice of being
there. When I asked about her Yoruba training, she explained to me that she would often
read about African culture, history, and spirituality, but the real knowledge did not come
until she did the work:
In terms of ritual, the same thing. I’ve always had a rolodex of people who I may
need some information on and who have expertise, and I will go to them. I took
people to Cuba—here again I put that in the book . . . two and three times a year.
You know, take people over there for initiation and to learn the tradition from what
we descended from.
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Yeye’s example gets to the crux of what many theorists suggest is the foundation of selfdirected and transformational learning. In other words, not only do self-directed adult
learners devise plans for the new knowledge they want to gain and then educate themselves
on it (Knowles, 1980), but they also incorporate what they have learned in to social action
(Brookfield, 1983; Mezirow, 2000; Collins, 1998). Their reflective thinking is not just self
serving, then, but seeks to make positive changes in the world around them.
Discussion and Conclusion
While the findings of this study are limited due to the number of participants, this
research offers some insight into the adult development journeys of Black women who are
community teachers of mind, body, spirit practices. Extant literature explores physical
fitness instructors and spiritual leaders, but few have explored the lives of Black women
who are modeling holistic health, voiced by the teachers themselves in which social justice,
culture, spirituality and physical wellness emerge as a worldview for wellbeing. The
participants expressed their spiritual journeys, their self-directed education, their
connections between their spirituality and their bodies, and the societal and familial support
received. Through the method of portraiture, this study allowed the three participants to
testify to their own learning experiences.
In an effort to become fully “authentic,” all of these women and myself verbally or
figuratively “talked back” to authority figures, ideologies, or institutions that we felt were
oppressive and yet we did so in a way that was informed by culture and a legacy of
transformation. In fact, our personal transformation moved us to action in an effort to
affect social change through “emancipatory wellness” (Lerner, 2000). This duality reflects
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an authoritative, community oriented, spiritually grounded, and nurturing strategy of
learning and leadership exemplified in other studies of Black women’s epistemology
(Tisdell, 2003; Collins, 1998; hooks, 1983; Dillard, 2006) and especially that of Africana
Womanism (Hudson-Weems, 2004). Likewise, this study also supports existing literature
regarding the union of social and political responsibility with spiritual and religious
leadership (Savage, 2008; Coker, 2003), a responsibility that stems from African ideology
on community responsibility and an outcome of lived political conditions that required
action. For Yeye and Catherine this was exemplified through Rev. King (Christian) and
Malcolm X (Muslim), and for Gaia, it was exemplified through the Hindu teachings of
Prem Rawat and the culture of Rastafari in Jamaica whose Pan Africanist movement has a
spiritual core.
When embarking on this journey of research I anticipated an emphasis on the body,
on diet, and self-image due to the amount of evidence that suggests Black women are
suffering in high numbers from overweight and obesity, as well as complications from
those conditions such as heart disease, hypertension, and diabetes (Thomas et al., 2009).
My participants, however, focused on healing the spirit and the mind, which echoes my
own journey. They maintained that with the other two transformations intact, the body
follows through not only physical appearance and maintenance, but action as well. Future
studies on Black women and holistic practices might explore the effectiveness of physical
wellness programs that include self-affirming education on (1) emotional healing, (2)
nutrition and exercise, (3) spiritual evolution, and (4) community involvement. Such
programs might call attention to the role of Black women as culture bearers and their
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much-needed activism to implement social changes of well-being in Black communities.

REFERENCES

Afua, Q. (2000). Sacred woman: A guide to healing the feminine body, mind and spirit.
New York, NY: One World.
Asante, M.K. (1980). Afrocentricity: The theory of social change. Buffalo, NY: Amulefi.
Aseka, E. M. (2005). Transformational leadership in East Africa: Politics, ideology and
community. Kampala, Uganda: Fountain.
Atkinson, R. (1998). The life story interview. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
Bass, B.M., & Bass, R. (2004). The Bass handbook of leadership: Theory, research, &
management applications (4th Ed). New York, NY: Free Press.
Beauboeuf-Lafontant, T (2006). A womanist experience of caring: Understanding the
pedagogy of exemplary Black women teachers. In L. Phillips (Ed), The womanist
reader, (pp.280-295).
Bennett, G. G., Wolin, K.Y., Goodman, M., Samplin-Salgado, M., Carter, P., Dutton, S.,
Hill, R., & Emmons, K. (2006). Attitudes regarding overweight, exercise and health
among blacks (United States). Cancer, Causes & Control, 17(1), 95-101.
Bowen Reid, T.L., & Smalls, C. (2004). Stress, spirituality and health promoting behaviors
among African American college students. Western Journal of Black Studies, 28(1),
283-291. http://search.proquest.com/docview/200337977?accountid=14585

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

Brookfield, S. (1983). Adult learners, adult education, and the community. New York, NY:
Teachers College Press.
Brookfield, S. (2000). Adult cognition as a dimension of lifelong learning. In J. Field& M.
Leicester (Eds.), Lifelong learning: Education across the lifespan. Philadelphia,
PA: Falmer Press.
Canon, K. (1995). Katie's canon: Womanism and the soul of the Black community. London:
Continuum International.
Chevannes, B. (1994). Rastafari: Roots and Ideology. Syracruse, New York: Syracruse
University.
Chin, J. L. (2007). Women and leadership: Transforming visions and diverse voices.
Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub.
Chireau, Y. (2008). Natural and supernatural: African American Hoodoo narratives of
sickness and healing. In S.Y. Mitchem and E. M. Townes (Eds.), Faith, health, and
healing in African American life (pp. 3-15). Westport, CT: Praeger.
Coker, A.D. (May, 2003). African American female adult learners: Motivations,
challenges, and coping strategies. Journal of Black Studies, 33(5), 654-674.
Collins, P.H. (1998). Fighting words: Black women & the search for justice. Minneapolis,
MN: University of Minnesota.
Collins, P.H. (2000). Black feminist thought: Knowledge, consciousness, and the politics of
empowerment. 2nd Edition. New York, NY: Routledge.
Cranton, P. (1994). Understanding and promoting transformational learning: A guide for
educators of adults. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Cummings, L. (1995). A womanist response to the afrocentric idea. In C.J. Sanders (Ed.),

150

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

Living the intersection: Womanism and afrocentrism in theology (pp.57-66).
Minneapolis, MN: Fortress.
D’Alonzo, T., & Fischetti, N. (2008). Cultural beliefs and attitudes of black and Hispanic
college-age women toward exercise. Journal of Transcultural Nursing, 19 (2). 175186.DOI: 10.1177/1043659607313074
Dillard, C.B. (2006). On spiritual strivings: Transforming an African-American woman’s
academic life. New York: SUNY.
Dozier-Henry, O. (2011). Ìdílé: The power of mother in the leadership tradition: In T.C.
King and S. A. Ferguson (Eds.), Black Womanist Leadership: Tracing the
motherline. New York, NY: SUNY.
Erikson, E. H. (1964). Insight and responsibility. New York, NY: Norton.
Erikson, E. H. (1982). The life cycle completed. New York, NY: Norton
Floyd-Thomas, S.M. (Ed).(2006). Deeper shade of purple: Womanism in religion and
society. New York, NY: New York University.
Fowler, J. (1981). Stages of faith. San Francisco, CA: Harper and Row.
Freire, P. (1970). Pedegogy of the oppressed. New York, NY: Herter and Herter.
Gates, H. L., (Ed). (1988). Spiritual Narratives. New York: Oxford.
Gilkes, C.T. (1995). We have a beautiful mother: Womanist musings on the Afrocentric
idea. In C.J. Sanders (Ed.), Living the intersection: Womanism and Afrocentrism in
theology (pp. 21-42). Minneapolis, MN: Fortress.
Gilligan, C. (1982). In a different voice: Psychological theory and women’s development.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

151

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

Gilligan, C. Brown, L.M. & Rogers, A. G. (1989). Psyche embedded: A place for body,
relationships and culture in personality theory. In A. Rubin, R. Zucker, R. Emmons,
& S. Frank (Eds,), Studying persons and lives (pp. 86-147). New York, NY:
Springer.
Goldberger, N., Tarule, J., Clinchy, B., & Belenky, M. (Eds.). (1996). Knowledge,
difference, and power: Essays inspired by women’s ways of knowing. New York:
Basic Books.
Gonzales, I. (2007). Latinas aspiring to the superintendency: A portraiture study (Doctoral
dissertation). Retrieved from ProQuest database.
Gooden, R.D. (2008). Seeking help for the body in the well-being of the soul. In S. Y.
Mitchem & E. M. Townes (Eds.), Faith, health, and healing in African American
life (pp. 147-159). London: Praeger.
Grant, J. (1995). Faithful resistance risking it all: From Expedience to radical obedience. In
G. Wade-Gayles (Ed.), My soul is a witness: African American women's spirituality
(pp. 204-208). Boston: Beacon.
Groen, J. (2008). Paradoxical tensions in creating a teaching and learning space within a
graduate education course on spirituality. Teaching in Higher Education, 13(2),
193-204.
Grzywacs, J.G., & Marks, N.F. (2001). Social inequalities and exercise during adulthood:
Toward an ecological perspective. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 42(2),
202-220.
Hall, R.L., Garrett-Akinsanya, B., & Huckles, M. (2007). Voices of black feminist leaders:
Making spaces for ourselves. In J. L. Chin, B. Lott, J. K. Rice, and J.S. Hucles

152

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

Women and leadership: Transforming visions and diverse voices (pp. 281-296).
Malden, MA: Blackwell.
Hamlet, J. (2006). Assessing womanist thought: The rhetoric of Susan L. Taylor. In L.
Phillips (Ed.), The womanist reader (pp.213-231). New York, NY: Routledge.
Hausner, S. (2007). Wandering with Sadhus: Ascetics in the Hindu Himalayas.
Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.
Hayes, D. (2006). Standing in the Shoes my mother made: The making of a Catholic
Womanist Theologian. In S. Floyd-Thomas (Ed.), Deeper shades of purple:
Womanism in religion and society (pp. 54-76). New York: New York University
Press.
Henderson, M. G. (1989). Speaking in tongues: Dialogics, dialectics, and the Black woman
writer’s literary tradition. In C.A. Wall (Ed.), Changing our own words: Essays on
criticism, theory, and writing by Black women (pp. 16-37). New Brunswick, NJ:
Rutgers.
Higginbotham, E.B. (2003). The feminist theology of the black Baptist church, 1800-1900.
In D.G. Hackett (Ed.), Religion and American Culture. 2nd Edition. New York:
Routledge.
hooks, b. (1983). Ain’t I a Woman: Black Women and Feminism. Boston, MA: South End.
hooks, b. (1989). Talking back: Thinking feminist, thinking black. Boston: South End Press.
hooks, b. (1994).Teaching to transgress: Education as the practice of freedom. New York:
Routledge.
hooks, b. (2000). Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center. Boston, MA: South End.
hooks, b. (2002). Communion: The female search for love. New York, NY: Morrow.

153

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

Horton, M.& Friere, P. (1990). We make the road by walking: Conversations on education
and social change. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.
Hudson-Weems, C. (2004). Africana womanist literary theory. Trenton, New Jersey:
Africa World Press.
Jarvis, P. (2007), Globalisation, lifelong learning, and the learning society: Sociological
perspectives. New York, NY: Routledge.
Johnson-Bailey, J. (2006). African Americans in adult education: The Harlem renaissance
revisited. Adult Education Quarterly, 56,102–118. doi 10.1177/0741713605283430.
Johnson-Bailey, J., & Alfred, M.V. (2006).Transformational teaching and the practices of
black women adult educators. New Directions in Adult Education and Continuing
Education, 109, 49-58.
Jones, C. & Shorter-Gooden, K. (Eds). (2003). Shifting: The double lives of Black women
in America. New York, NY: Harper Collins.
Karenga, M. (1984). Selections from the Husia: Sacred wisdom of ancient Egypt. Los
Angeles, CA: University of Sankore Press.
King, L. H. (2010). Exploring the relationships among ethnic identity, spirituality, and
eating disorder risk factors in African American women (Doctoral dissertation).
Retrieved from ProQuest.
Knowles, M.S, (1980). The modern practice of adult education: From pedagogy to
andragogy. New York, NY: Cambridge.
Lau, K. (2011). Body language: Sisters in shape, black women’s fitness, and feminist
identity politics. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.

154

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

Lawrence-Lightfoot, S. (1983). The good high school: Portraits of character and culture.
New York: Basic Books.
Lawrence-Lightfoot, S., & Davis, J. H. (1997). The art and science of portraiture. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Lawrence-Lightfoot, S. (2009). The third chapter: Passion, risk, and adventure in the 25
years after 50. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.
Lerner, M. (2000). Spirit matters. Charlottesville, VA: Hampton.
Lorne, M. (2000). The Ites of Reasoning on Rastafari. Kingston, JA: School Times.
Mbiti, J. S. (1970) African religions and philosophy. Garden City, NY: Anchor.
McAdams, D. P. (1985). Power, intimacy, and the life story: Personological inquiries into
identity. Homewood, Ill: Dorsey Press.
Mertens, D. (2009). Transformative research and evaluation. New York, NY: Guilford.
Merriam, S. B. (1998). Qualitative research and case study applications in education. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.
Merriam, S., & Caffarella, R. (1999). Learning in adulthood. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Mezirow, J., & Associates. (2000). Learning as transformation: Critical perspectives on a
theory in progress. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Mezirow, J., Taylor, E.W. & Associates. (2009). Transformative learning in practice:
Insights from community, workplace and higher education. San Francisco: JosseyBass.

Mitchem, S.Y., (2008). Healing hearts and broken bodies: An African American women’s
spirituality of healing. In S.Y. Mitchem and E.M. Townes (Eds.), Faith, health, and

155

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

healing in African American life (pp. 181-191). Westport, CT: Praeger.
Munro, M. (1993). Becoming a leader. Shippensburg: Destiny Images Publishers.
Niño. A.G. (2000). Spiritual quest among young adults. In V.H. Kazanjian Jr. and P.L
Laurence (Eds.), Education as Transformation: Religious Pluralism, Spirituality, &
a New Vision for Higher Education in America (pp. 45-57). New York: Peter Lang.
Pierre, Y. (2010). Rooted pedagogies: Black women activist teachers for social change
(Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from ProQuest database.
Rossiter, M. (2007). Possible selves and adult learning: Perspectives and potential. San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Sanders, C. J. (1995). Living the intersection: Womanism and Afrocentrism in theology.
Minneapolis: Fortress Press.
Savage, D.S. (2008). Your spirits walk beside us: The politics of Black religion.
Cambridge, MA: Belknap.
Sheared, V. (1996). Giving voice in an adult education context. College of Education
Review (San Francisco State University), 8, 97-103
Sheared, V. (2006). Giving Voice: An Inclusive Model of Instruction – A womanist
Perspective. The Womanist Reader. Layli Phillips, Ed. New York: Routledge.
Sheared, V. (Ed.). (2010). The handbook of race and adult education: A resource for
dialogue on racism. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Sheppard, P.I. (2011). Self, culture, and others in womanist practical theology. New York,
NY: Palgrave Macmillan.
Speller, J. M. (2005). Walkin the talk: Keepin’ the faith in afrocentric congregations.
Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim.
Surrey, J. (1983), The ‘Self-In-Relation’: A theory of women’s development. In J.V.

156

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

Jordan, A.G. Kaplan, J.B. Miller, I.P. Stiver, & J. Surrey (Eds.), Women’s growth in
connection: Writings from the stone center. New York, NY: Guilford.
Taylor, R. J., & Chatters, L., M. (1991). Nonorganizational religious participation among
elderly black adults. Journal of Gerontology, 46(2),103-111.
Tennant, M., & Pogson, P. (1995). Change in the adult years: A developmental
perspective. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Thomas, J., Stewart, B., Lynam, I.M, Daley, C.M., Befort, C., Scherber, R.M . . .
Ahluwalia, J. (2009). Support needs of overweight African American women for
weight loss. American Journal of Health Behavior, 33(4), 339-352.
Thompson, B. W. (1994). A hunger so wide and so deep: American women speak out on
eating problems. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.
Tisdell, E. (2002). Spiritual development and cultural context in the lives of women adult
educators for social change. Journal of Adult Development, 9(2), 127-140.
Tisdell, E. (2003). Exploring spirituality and culture in adult and higher education. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Turner, S.M. (2011). Mother’s transformative medicine: An inoculation against
intergenerational stagnancy. In T.C. King and S.A. Ferguson, (Eds.), Black
womanist leadership: tracing the motherline (pp. 179-192). New York, NY: SUNY.
Trotman, F. K. (2011). Legacies from our mothers. In T.C. King and S.A. Ferguson, (Eds.),
Black womanist leadership: tracing the motherline (pp. 27-44). New York, NY:
SUNY.
United Nations Development Program. (2004). Human development report. New York:

157

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

Oxford University Press.
Walker, A. (1983). In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens. San Diego, CA: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich.
Weems, R.J. (1988). Just a sister away: a womanist vision of women’s relationships in the
Bible. Philadelphia, PA: Innisfree.
Weibust, P., & Thomas, L. E. (1994). Learning and spirituality in adulthood. In J. Sinnott
(Ed.), Interdisciplinary handbook of adult lifespan learning (pp. 120–134).Wesport,
CT: Greenwood Press.
Welty, E. (1983). One writer’s beginnings. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press
West, C.S. (2008). Honoring the body: Rituals of breath and breathing. In S. Y. Mitchem
and E.M. Townes (Eds.), Faith, health, and healing in African American life
(pp.96-107). Westport, CT: Praeger.
White, D.G (1985). Ain’t I a woman? Female slaves in the plantation south. New York,
NY: W.W. Norton.
Whitten, N. E., & Torres, A. (1998). Blackness in Latin America and the Caribbean: Social
dynamics and cultural transformations. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

158

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA

159

APPENDIX A
CONSENT FORM
You are invited to participate in a Dissertation research project entitled “The adult development
journeys of black female mind, body, spirit community leaders who teach Africana, Yogi, and
Christian based practices.”
Please read this form carefully, and feel free to contact the researcher prior to beginning the study
should you have ANY questions.
Researcher:
Rachel Panton, PhD Candidate, rpanton@lesley.edu , Tel: 305.370.9420
Senior Advisor:
Dr. Judith Cohen, jcohen@lesley.edu
Institutional Review Board at Lesley University:
Gene Diaz, Chair, gdiaz@lesley.edu
Purpose and Procedure: The purpose of the study is to document the experiences of black female
mind, body, spirit leaders.
Through my writing, I am attempting to compose a narrative of these journeys in their social,
cultural, and historical context. I am not seeking information on whether or not their practices work
for their followers, but rather, how these women got to this place where they are leading their
communities in their respective practices. I will use pseudonyms for those individuals who wish to
keep themselves anonymous.
The observation and interviews will take place from August through November.
Four interviews will take place at the location of your choice.
Interviews will be digitally recorded and transcribed so that the researcher can identify themes to
code and gather as much information as possible.
The researcher can provide you with a list of questions ahead of time.
Observations will also take place at the participant’s convenience. These will be public events and
participant led classes, of which the researcher is welcome, and can observe and record events via
handwritten field notes without disrupting the event or class. These observations are not evaluative,
but are meant to support the interview results. Observations will not be digitally recorded,
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photographed or videotaped.
Potential Benefits: By participating in the study, it is likely that you will not necessarily receive
any direct benefits. However, you may experience some positive satisfaction in contributing
information about these issues and, thereby, supporting research of this nature. From a research
vantage, you are helping to increase understanding of the adult development and leadership
practices of black women. Further, your contribution will be useful when the researcher compares
responses from black women who are in a similar field.
Potential Risks: The researcher is taking all precautions to ensure that you are informed about the
nature of the study and that you can access support from the researcher at any time prior to, during,
or after your participation. Although, the observation and interview is unlikely to cause any serious
discomfort.
Storage of Data: The survey material will be safeguarded and securely stored by Rachel Panton.
Confidentiality: Although the data from this research project might be published and presented at
conferences, it will be reported in aggregate form, so that it will not be possible to identify
individuals. Where there are direct quotations coming from any participants’ responses, identifying
information will be removed.
Right to Withdraw: Your participation is voluntary, and you can answer only those questions that
you are comfortable with. The information that is shared will be held in strict confidence and
discussed only with the research team. You may withdraw from the research project for any reason,
at any time, without penalty of any sort. If you withdraw from the research project at any time, all
of the data that you have contributed will be deleted and destroyed.
Questions: If you have any questions concerning the research project, please feel free to ask at any
point; you are also free to contact the researcher, the supervising advisor or the IRB chair at any
point before, during or after the completion of research should you have any questions.
Follow-Up or Debriefing:
Participants are invited to follow-up with the researcher to obtain a summary sheet of the key
findings emerging from the study.
Consent to Participate: I have read and understood the description provided. I have had an
opportunity to ask questions and, if I have done so, they have been answered. I consent to
participate in the research project, understanding that I may withdraw my consent at any time. I
understand that I can print a copy of this Consent Form for my records.
______________________________________________
Name

______________________
Date
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APPENDIX B
SAMPLE QUESTIONS

Sample questions on the spirit:
1. What was your spiritual or religious upbringing like growing up?
2. What lead you from that spiritual/religious experience to the one you lead now?
3. What did you believe or know about your current practice before you started practicing
it?
4. What are your community’s beliefs about your current spiritual practice?
5. What was your initiation process like?
6. What did you family experience as you began your spiritual transformation?
7. Are there times when you lean on old religious or spiritual ways?
8. What do you want your students to know about the spiritual essence of what you teach
them?

Sample questions on the body:
1)

How would you describe your body?

2)

How do you care for your body?

3)

What would the ideal body look like to you?

4) What is the most attractive feature on your body?
5) What is your body’s purpose?

SASSIN’ THROUGH SADHANA
6) How did you develop these ideas about your body?
7) How does our society (and/or your community) support your ideas about your body?
8) How are our society’s (and/or your community’s) views about bodies different from your
own?
9) What kind of exercise do you do, if any?
10) How often do you do it?
11) What kind of support do you get in your exercise needs?
12) What role does faith or spirituality play in your ideas about your body, if any?
13) What role does faith or spirituality play in how you treat your body, if any?
14) How do you monitor body weight, body fat, and or body mass index?
15) How would you describe your diet?
16) How is what you eat connected to your ideas about your body?
17) How is what you eat connected to your faith or spiritual path?
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APPENDIX C
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES AND SUGGESTIONS FOR READING

Gaia Budhai
http://www.gaialivingarts.com/about.html

Yeyefini Efunbolade
http://www.yeyefini.com/
Efunbolade, Y. (2010). Meaningful Mondays: Developing and maintaining balance
through the seasons with prayers, baths and healthful living. Hollywood, FL: Yeyefini.com
Cathee Conner
http://www.catheesdanceoflife.com/
Conner, C. (2010). Psalms in the dance of life. Miami, FL: Changing Lives.
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